The monomyth and modern horror cinema by Baylor, Jeffrey A.
Lehigh University
Lehigh Preserve
Theses and Dissertations
1990
The monomyth and modern horror cinema
Jeffrey A. Baylor
Lehigh University
Follow this and additional works at: https://preserve.lehigh.edu/etd
Part of the English Language and Literature Commons
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by Lehigh Preserve. It has been accepted for inclusion in Theses and Dissertations by an
authorized administrator of Lehigh Preserve. For more information, please contact preserve@lehigh.edu.
Recommended Citation
Baylor, Jeffrey A., "The monomyth and modern horror cinema" (1990). Theses and Dissertations. 5329.
https://preserve.lehigh.edu/etd/5329
. . 
The Monomyth- and· Modern Borror cinema 
by 
Jeffrey A. Baylor 
' 
A Thesis 
Presented to the Graduate Committee 
of Lehigh University 
0 
in Candidacy for the Degree of 
Master of Arts 
• in 
English 
Lehigh Vniversity 
'• 
/' 
Q 
f 
( 
• 
.. 
/ 
" 
" . ,. 
. .... 
This thesis is accepted ,and approved in partial fulfillment 
of the requirements for the degree of Master·of Arts. 
(date) 
0 
__ / 
0 0 !:::c~Cb- Vu. .. 1) 0 4j 
' 
Professor in charge 
I 
, . 
. , 
~ 
• • 11 
•· 
·, 
=-. 
1 
. ' ' 
p 
Acknovle4gemants 
I would like to express my gratitude to Assistant 
Professor Alexander M. Doty for: his extremely valuable 
advice during the formative days of this thesis; his 
. 
editorial assistance throughout the writing process; his 
overall patience and guidance without which this thesis 
would not exist; the use of his video tape. collection which 
saved me many trips to the video store. 
I am profoundly grateful to my parents for their 
.,. 
support and encouragement. I would l·ike to thank Amanda 
Bischoff for her patience with my taste in movies, and for 
}he use of her living room over the long months of Spring, 
1990. And I would like to state my appreciation to John 
Carpenter, screen writer and director, whose films have 
frightened, exasperated, and exhilarated me. 
,: 
•• • • 111 
I' 
\ 
I r 
.. ~. 
contents 
' I' 
' :i I, 
Abstract • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 2 
summary of findings and conclusions 
Introduction • • • • • • • • • • • . • • • 5 
Chapter One: The Monomyth •••••.• 
overview of Campbell's monomyth 
• 9 
Chapter Two: Horror Films 
and the monomyth .•••••...• 36 
Theoretical basis for narrative study 
Chapter Three: The Other-Figure 
as Hero ..••..•.. • • • . . . 46 
The marginal character as hero 
Chapter Four: Horror in the Home •...• 73 
Marginalization of the nuclear family 
Chapter Five: The Boon of 
Dissolution, Death, and Rebirth ..• 95 
Society of monsters 
Conclusion • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 123 
Works Consulted ••.•••.. • • • • • 126 
Films, books and articles 
Vita • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 132 
l 
I 1V 
_,: ____ . ' ___ ,··_._ ·. ' -- . ·-
' 
---· --· ·. . .· 
0 
I ,• 
/ 
' 
, 
• 
• 
J 
f' 
(I 
Abstract 
1 
·~. 
.. 
I 
I, 
,( 
. -· - ··,··,-·· _,._ -----
... -····-·--·-·--------- ·---~------·-··
------,---.. -· ...... -----------··- - -
. ·, 
I 
Absi:-raot 
" This stud.y aims to reveal the changing state· of the ..
....... 
generic conve·ntions of horror ·cinema through the ~ppl:i.c~tion 
. 
' I( " 
of Jos_eph Camppell 's monomyth to horror films. . _ T~is study·· 
includes an overview of the monomyth as well as a defense of 
'---'-· 
the applicability of the monomyth to horror films~ The 
' 
conventions of the horror genre throughout motion picture 
,/~ 
history are detailed with example applications of the 
monomyth to films from the 1910s through the present, while 
focusing on three horror films from the 1970s and 1980s: ~ 
Halloween, Poltergeist, and Alien. 
What is revealed through application of the monomyth to 
horror cinema is that these films reflect changing cultural 
and social values. The traditional focus upon white, 
bourgeois, heterosexual, Christian male hero figures has 
shifted, allowing for conventionally marginal characters 
like women, blacks, children, and even horror film monsters 
to fill the monomythic hero role. There has also been an 
increasing tendency tying nuclear family structures to 
horror undermining traditional familial security. These 
changes in the conventions of horror films are mimetically 
related to changes in social values--the women's and black's 
rights movements, as well as the general political and 
cultural upheavals of the 1960s and 19-70s., Horro.r films 
are, then, a product of the culture and society that 
~. 
2 
,i 
•' 
....... , 
L 
-
' produces them ilnd therefore change eyen as society·and 
culture change. 
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Intro4uotion 
According to Andre Bazin, ' ''the fundamental . principle' of 
I" ,, 
film'' caters 1:o .J'man' s persistent de$ire to double the self I ··. .· _· ,_.-., . -· 
. . 
. 
and his world'' and thereby create .. ••perfect mimesis'' (Telotte 
4 3) • Perhaps, though C' the fundamental.. principle is not. ____ so 
p 
much an impetus to create perfect reproductions of the ·-~e~l , .... -· . 
' ,, 
' 
world, but -to create films that clearly reflect the relat.lon 
of., ••soc~o-historical reality and cultural and·, aesthetic . 
convention'' (Cook 61) . This relationship is not entirely 
mimetic and, therefore, the conventions of a particular film 
genre need not accurately reproduce reality. Genre films, 
then, do not ''refer .. to historical reality but to other 
genre films" (61). Such a separation of the real world and 
the "reel world'' allows for ~he existence of science 
fiction, fantasy, and, most importantly for this study, 
horror films as genres that clearly do not attempt to 
mimetically reproduce reality. 
It remains to be determined, then, the nature of the 
relationship between such film genres and reality since it 
is not founded in attempts to attain perfect mimesis. 
Psychologist James Hillman holds that the ''fantastic'' 
genres--science fiction, fantasy, and horror--draw ••us into 
the s~lf where archetypal images speak to our dayworld 
situation" (Telotte 44). This subconscious relationship 
influences the conventions of the ''fantastic'' genres, just 
as, according to Jungian psychoanalysis, the subconscious 
L s 
9 
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affect~~~all aspects o~ human society and culture. Even·· 
, '\ •O 
without psychoanalytic ·t~eory,· however,.\ .. it is still clear 
that ••social context'' as the s·ite of ideology dete.tmines ··the· 
r«3lationship between any cultural product,. lik8 film, and 
reality (Turner 78). The shape of the real world and the 
I j .. 
. ''reel world'' originate from the same socio-cultural icons 
.( or archetypes) that have been · developed to embody the 
,, 
\ 
~deology of a culture. 
Reality and film, therefore, should develop in a 
parallel manner, if not in a relationship of perfect 
mimesis. Therefore, ''it is possible to apprehend social 
change through changes in •. trends in [film] narrative over 
time" (79). The•purpose of this study is to det~~~ine how 
! 
,., 
the conventions of horror films have changed through time by 
the application of Joseph Campbell's monomyth concept. 
Further, this study will speculate about how these changes 
may, in fact, be related to changes in society. 1 Chapter 
one: The Monomyth provides a brief explanation of Campbell's 
monomyth, along with sample applications of the monomyth on 
two classic narratives: The Illiad/Odyssey and ''Hansel and 
Gretel." Chapter TWo: Borror Films and the Konomyth details 
)' 
the usefulness of the monomyth as a critical tool in the 
analysis of modern film narratives, in particular-horror 
films. This chapter also discusses the relationship between 
1 This study will focus largely on American horror films 
and Ameri·can society and culture and the parallel changes in 
each. 
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horror cinema apd society. Chapter Thr••: The . ot-ber-Picjure 
' 
as Baro begins the monomythic analysis of horror films with 
~ •- - • • - I' 
) 
a study of the changing identity of the hero, focusing on 
the film, Halloween ( 15178, • Chapter Pour: ~orror in the 
Roma continues the monomythic analysis, detailing the 
changing location of the underworld, using Poltergeist 
(1982) as an exemplary text. Chapter Pive: The Boon of 
• 
Dissolution, Death, and Rebirth charts the changes- in the 
''ultimate boon'' of the monomythic narrative in horror 
cinema, focusing on Alien (1979), and what these ~hanges 
portend for these films and for society in general. 
7 
,j 
' 
a 
'. 
!., 
' 
(/ 
Chapter one: 
The Monomyth 
" 
! . 
) 
Chapter one: 
. The llono•yth 
.. ' 
·Joseph Campbell's monomyth,. as detail'ed in The· Hero 
• 
With a Thou-sand Faces, s.eeks . to analyze ·the ·basic strucifural 
' .,. 
~· 
r 
elements of mythologies, folk tales, .. dreams and stories .Jfrom 
all cultures. By basic structural elements, Campbell means 
the narrative building blocks.·from which all stories are 
constructed. These building blocks, as represented in the 
monomyth, Campbell sees as archetypal, as present within the 
subconscious minds of all people everywhere. So, from the 
Jungian position Campbell takes, the building blocks are not 
just the outgrowth of particular cultures, but are common to 
the entire human species. ''Monomyth, '' a term that Campbell 
notes originates in Finnegan's Wake2 (Hero 30), literally 
means "one myth.'' The monomyth is, then, a narrative 
framework whose ''characteristics are everywhere essentially 
the same'' ( 15) • 
Campbell's monomyth is comprised of seventeen units 
which are the building blocks that, taken together, 
represent the archetypal quest3--the jour:pey of a hero 
2 New York: Viking Press, Inc., 1939, p. 581 .• 
3 For the purposes of this study I shall not here 
attempt a separate defense of the monomyth as an accurate 
portrayal of arcnetypes in world mythologies and folk tales; 
instead, I will implicitly be arguing for its value as an 
analytic tool in charting cultural/historic .changes in 
traditional narrative texts here films. This will be dealt 
with in _more depth in the following chapter, Borror Pilas and 
the Monomyth. · 
9 
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• 
through trials and tes·ts as he4 s·eeks to~in a p~ize. The 
. 
' 
hero possesses extraordinary abili~ies--whether strength as 
with Hercules, or wisdom as with the Buddha, or cunning as. 
t.~ ) -
• 
with Theseus--that enable him to overcome any obstacles that 
arise during the course of his quest; because h' has these. 
extraordinary abilities, he is a human set apart from the 
rest of society. He is a hero. 
The seventeen units fall into three categories--
departure, initiation, and return--that relate to.the stages 
of the hero on his quest. The particulars of the first and 
last categories, departure and return, are fairly clearly 
implied by their titles. ''Departure'' deals with those units 
of the monomyth th~t detail the departure of the hero upon 
,,-
his quest, and ''Return'' deals with those units de-tailing the 
return of the hero from his quest. The units that comprise 
the ''initiation'' are those relating to trials in which the 
hero must prove himself to be ''superhuman.'' This process 
initiates the hero into a world of greater power and 
knowledge with which he may finally complete his quest. 
Most, but not all, of the seventeen narrative units are 
I 
present in each monomythic quest. 
4 My u,se of male pronouns in connection · with the 
appellation ''hero'' reflects a bias present in Campbell's works 
and our culture in general. ·This topic of gender bias will 
be dealt with more thoroughly .. in later chapters of this study. 
10 
The narrative units contained within the departure 
category are: 5 
"":. 
1. ''The Call to Adventure'' 
2 • ''Refusal of the Call'' 
/ 
3. ''Supernatural Aid'' 
\ 4. ''The Crossing of the First Threshold'' 
5. ''The Belly of the Whale'' 
The first, ''the call to adventure'', comprises ''the ways 
in which the adventure'' of the hero can begin (51). This 
''call'' may take the form of an actual summoning, or a 
challenge to the hero6 of a .~tory, or may be presented in a 
less obvious manner. When Achilleus and the Achaians lay 
siege to Troy in Homer's Illiad7 it is because they have 
been ''called'' to rescue the beautiful Helen from her 
apparent kidnapper, Paris, prince of the Trojqns. The 
Achaians must defend not only their pride, but they must 
< • 
recover the sto~en bride-to-be or their king, Agamemnon, and 
in so doing def~nd their patron gods and goddesses who have 
been off ended by Paris' actions. So, the "call'' comes to 
the Achaians fr'om Mount Olympus itself. 
5 The unit labels are taken from the subchapter titles 
in Campbell's Hero With a Thousand Faces. 
6 
.Any use of the term ''hero" throughout this study 
should be assumed to be in reference to the monomythic 
definition of this term even if the word ••monomythic'' does not 
appear. 
7 Homer. The Illiad. trans. Richmond Lattimore. Chicago: 
Universi·ty of Chicago Press, 1951. 
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In tl'!e fairy tale Hansel and Gretel8 , though, the ••call 
L 
. 
~ ~ 
to adventure'' comes not from so lofty a voice as· that of the 
"1--'. 
gods, but from the persuasions.o1 an evil stepmother who 
convinces her husband to abandon the children, Hansel and 
Gretel,- in the woods. The adventure comes not·by·choice, 
• 
but i$ forced· upon t e two children by the actions of the 
stepmother and the'r father. 
In both of these examples9 , the first stage of the 
,, 
monomythic adventure ''signifies that destiny has summoned 
the hero and transferred [him] from within •• his society to 
a zone unknown" (58). Achilleus and the Achaians travel 
from their homes to the distant city of Troy, and Hansel and 
Gretel are lead from their homes into the depths of the 
foreboding forest. The hero(s) have received the ''call to 
adventure'' and have responded. But, in both of these 
examples, there is also a reluct~ncy on the part of the 
hero(s) to answer the ''ca.11, '' which leads into the second 
narrative unit, the ''refusal of the call.'' 
8 Grimm, Wilhelm Karl and Jacob Ludwig. Karl. ''Hansel 
and Gretel. '' from The Complete Grimm's Fairy Tales. trans. 
Margaret Hunt and James Stern. New York: Pantheon Books, 
Inc., 1944. 
. 
9 I have chosen these two examples because of the 
differences in their origins, narrative styles, and .subject 
matter, the 1liad being an epic poem of ancient Greece dealing 
with si:ege warfare and th.e politics of the gods, and Hansel 
and Gretel being a fairy tale of Germanic origin centered on 
.the adventures of two children in the woods. They are by no 
means meant to · be comprehensive · of the works studied by 
Campbell, but instead are exemplary of the monomythic elements 
that I am illustrating in this chapter. · · 
(). 
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Campbell states that ''often in .• the myths and popular ·~·· 
tales, we encounter the .·• case of the~ call unanswered'' 
(59). The hero risks losing ''the power of affirmative 
.action" (59) by such a refusal, the power which 
differentiates him from the rest of society and makes him a 
' . 
i' 
hero in the first· 1 'place. Abilities not used are abilities 
lost. so, when Achilleus's honor is questioned by Agamemnon 
at the siege of Troy, it is Agamemnon who has refused the 
''call,'' for his ability is to lead men. Because he 
dishonors Achilleus, Agamemnon temporarily loses the ability 
to lead Achilleus. Agamemnon, therefore, loses sight of the 
goal of his quest, the recovery of Helen and the destruction 
of Troy, because of a squabble with Achilleus. The tide of 
battle soon turns, and Agamemnon and the Achaians find 
themselves losing ground before the armies of Troy. It is 
only when Agamemnon restores Achilleus's honor that the 
Achaians know victory again. Then Agamemnon can again be 
truly called a monomythic ''hero." 
The "call" is refused in Hansel and Gretel because the 
children do not allow themselves to be left in the woods by 
their father. Hansel leaves a trail of pebbles behind them 
as they travel into the woods, so, when the father leaves 
them, the children are able to find their way back to their 
home. It is only when the father takes them into the woads 
a s·econd time and Hansel leaves a trail of breadcrumbs which 
birds eat, that the children are forced to accept the 
13 
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I' 
••call.'' They must continue . into the woods, and into ,, 
adventure, where they will find the gingerbread
10 
____ house and 
encounter a witch. 
''Supernatural aid,'' the third narrative unit of the 
departure category, comes in many forms to assist the 
hero(s) in his/their adventure. For the Achaians, 
''supernatural aid" is most apparent through the favors of 
the gods and goddesses of Mount Olympus. Throughout Homer's 
Illiad the Achaians (and at times the Trojans as well) 
. 
~receive the benefits of blessings from the gods. Sometimes 
the gods and goddesses even take 
alongside the humans in order to 
mor~l form and fight 
/ 
D turn the tide of battle for 
a favored side. Achilleus, especially, is the recipient of 
such "supernatural aid" since his mother is a water nymph, 
thus he gains her support, as well as that of her master, 
Poseidon, king of the sea. Achilleus benefits 
''supernaturally" here through increased strength, dexterity, 
and leadership abilities, as well as by possessing weapons 
and armor of divine origin .. 
Hansel and Gretel receive a variety of ''supernatural 
aids'' during their adventures, presumably from God, who they 
pray to throughout for assistance. 
. 
I • When they are nearing 
starvation in the woods, they are led by a white bird to the 
10 Al though the witch's house is never referred to 
directly as a ''gingerbread" house in the text, I· use the term 
throughout this chapter because of its current popularity in 
reference to Hansel and Gretel, perhaps thereby allowing the 
reader an easier recollection of the story. 
14 
'1 
. wi tdh' s gingerbread house where they find enough to eat. 
Hansel's promise that· ''the good God will help us'' has come 
true. When the witch decides to devour Hansel··, Grete.l prays 
. ''Dear God, do help us.'' Immediately, Gretel is able to. 
formulate a plan whereby she can shove the wicked witch into 
an oven and destroys her. On their trip home, the children 
receive the assistance of a duck in crossing a body of 
water, a Jesus-like miracle apparently brought about by 
supernatural/divine forces. So, while the source of the 
"supernatural aid'' may not always have a clear source in 
Hansel and Gretel, it is present nonetheless. 
4 ''The crossing of the first threshold'' occurs when the 
hero accepts the ''call to adventure" and travels into 
"darkness, the unknown, and danger'' beyond the protection of 
"his society'' (77). The "first threshold'' for the Acha,ians 
is clearly the journey from their homelands in G7ce to 
Asia Minor, the location of Troy. Although the 
civilizations of the Achaians and the Trojans appear similar 
as detailed in the Iliad, the journey undertaken by the 
Achaians is clearly described as a separation from a known 
.,, 
world which places them in a land of unknown danger. Hansel 
and Gretel cross the ''first threshold'' when they are led 
into the woods for the second time and are unable to find 
their way out again. They are then surrounded by dark, 
unknown terrain and are frightened. 
15 
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It is here that the tests and the trials of the hero 
' "i 
,begins, for in ''crossing the first threshold'' the hero 
enters ''the belly of the whale.'' The ,name of this narrative 
unit is derived from the Biblical story of Jonah whom God 
e;-
ca used to be swallowed by a whale. However, this ,pr.oved to 
\ 
be a rebirth experience for Jonah who, while in the whale, 
' 
repented of his sinful nature, and was then released from 
the whale to spread the word of God. So, the descent into 
r~~ "" 
; 
the "belly of the whale'' is actually part of a process of 
rebirth for all monomythic heroes. It is in this ''belly'' 
that they must prove their worthiness to continue on their 
quests, by overcoming all tests and trials laid before them 
(90). As the "belly of the whale'' also comes to represent 
an archetypal Hell/underworld to the society of which the 
hero is a part, upon entering the "belly," the hero "would 
appear to have die·d 11 (90). 
When the Achaians complete their journey to Troy, they 
have arrived in "the belly of the whale." Here the 
Achaians' mettle will be tested against their opponents, the 
,, 
Trojans, as th~y will fight for themselves and their patron 
deities against the Trojans. The Achaians arrive after 
their journey through the "first threshold'' in a strange 
land, as mentioned before, far from their own society. For 
some, like Achilleus, the descent into ''the belly'' will 
actually mean death. But for all the Achaians who spend 
seven years laying siege to Troy, the descent is a symbolic 
16 
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death and rebirt-h as they achieve legendary status through 
the war they fight. 
Hansel and Gretel arrive in ''the belly of the whale'' 
when they reach the witch's house and are lured inside. 
They have made the ''crossing of the first thre~hold'' through 
f. 
the woods and have arrived at a strange and unknown place, 
that at first appears to be heavenly but is revealed as, in 
fact, hellish. It is in the witch's house they will undergo 
torment, including the threat of being eaten by her. In 
entering they risk death, so their escape is a rebirth, not 
only for themselves, but also for their destitute family 
because of the riches they discover in the witch's house. 
The arrival of the hero in the ''belly of the whale," 
whether Troy or a gingerbread house, marks the end of the 
''Departure" segment of Campbell's monomythic quest and the 
beginning of the "Initiation'' of the hero. The "Initiation" 
category contains six narrative units: 
1. "The Road of Trials'' 
J 2. "The Meeting with the Goddess" 
3. "Woman as the Temptress" 
4. "Atonement with the Father'' 
5. "Apotheosis" 
6. "The Ultimate Boon'' 
:t-
The "road of trials" begins when the hero finishes his 
descent into the ~'l:?elly of the whale'' where he ''must survive 
"·". ..,I - • 
a succession of •. tests and ordeals••· (97). These ''trials'' 
17 
II 
are to determine whether the hero-figure(s) of a particular 
narrative is indeed possessed of the extraordinary qualities 
necessary to survive bi's quest (97-98). It is here that the· 
.. 
hero may confront dragons, witches or other monsters of more 
subtle appearance and ·design. So, the ''road'' is a proving 
grounds for the heroes of monomythic quests .• . I I' 
The Achaians' "road of trials'' is comprised of the many 
., 
battles they fight with the Trojans, and those that are 
fought for them among the gods of Mount Olympus. The main 
''trial'' for the Achaians is whether they can either convince 
the Trojans to surrender Helen or, in lieu of this solution, 
make the siege a success--or whether their demands will be 
refused and they will be utterly defeated by the Trojans in 
battle. For Hansel and Gretel the ''road of trials'' includes 
their journey to the gingerbread house, 9uring which they 
are confronted by the possibility of starvation, and then 
the period of their captivity in the house while they are 
menaced by the witch. Their "road of trials" concerns 
whether they will be able to survive their adventures and 
return safely to their father's house. 
''When all the barriers and ogres have been overcome" 
there comes a "meeting with the goddess,'' a figure 
representing the soul-mate of the hero (109). The hero must 
join with this ''goddess'' in. a "mystical marriage'' in order 
to attain the powers necessary to complete his quest; she is 
the "Queen Goddess of the World" who 'will give the hero 
18 
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knowledge and power to finally pass through the ''belly of 
the whale'' (10.9). She is the princess that the prince 
searches for iri the dark forest. She is the mother-figure 
' 
sought by the child. She is ''mother, sister, ,. ,istress, 
; !.' J ; ., ,' 
.. , 
bride'' for the hero, and embodies whatever it is he needs to 
complete himself and overcome h1s human weaknesses (111). 
For Achilleus the ''meeting with the goddess'' occurs 
when his demi-god mother speaks to him from her home in the 
sea and consoles him during his time of strife with King 
Agamemnon. She assures him that his honor and pride shall 
remain untarnished despite Agamemnon's actions against him. 
Achilleus 's ''goddess'' is also Athene, vlh:o favors· him and 
give~him power beyond that his ultimate opponent, Hektor of 
Troy. It is she who enables him to defeat this opponent in 
the greatest battle of his life, and thereby earn him the 
status of legend among his people. For the rest of the 
Achaians, the. "goddess'' is Helen who they must rescue from 
Paris in order to ''meet'' with and again be whole; they must 
redeem the honor lost in her kidnapping. 
For Hansel and Gretel the "meeting with the goddess" 
occurs when they are confronted by the witch of the 
gingerbread house. While it is true that she is malevolent, 
it is because of .their ''meet.ing" with her that the children 
are saved from starvation (they eat the h9use); and through 
the witch's death they are able to find the riches hidden in 
her house and relieve the poverty of their own family. 
19 
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Camp·bell writes that the "goddess'' is not ''only benign, 
however: for the 'bad' mother •• whose presence is a lure to 
(danger]'' is present within the monomyth (11i·). So, while 
the witch is most certainly a monster that Hansel and Gretel /) 
muE:;t destroy in order to successfully complete ·· their 
monomythic quest, she is also a "goddess'' who. unwittingly 
. , aids the children, and assists them in ways their evil 
stepmother cannot. 
The contrary narrative unit to the "meeting with the 
goddess'' exists in ''woman as the temptress'' wherein· the 
"meeting'' ''becomes intolerable'' to the hero ( 124) . Here the 
"woman" comes to represent not the transcen·dence of human 
weakness but the ''queen of sin," and so the hero must break 
away from her and continue on his quest. The "goddess'' and 
the ''temptress" might be the same figure in the monomyth, or 
could be two women who represent the two paths that are open 
before the hero: one of knowledge and transcendence, the 
other of sin and failure. The "temptress" is perhaps the 
most difficult of the traps the hero faces on the ''road of 
trials'' for she is a subtle enemy, playing upon the hero's 
emotion, particularly desire. 
For the Achaians the Trojan woman Chryseis is one 
"woman as the temptress." Their king, Agamemnon, takes her 
from her father, a priest of Apollo, desiring her for a 
concubine. The priest prays to Apollo, who then rains 
plagues down upon the Achaians until they give up Chryseis. 
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Grudgingly·, Agamemnon does $0 and overcomes this 
''temptress, " but then he demands Briseis, a concubine of 
~ 
'Achilleus, to take the place of Chryseis and so sets up 
another "woman as temptr,ess ··'' His demands anger Achilleus, 
who feels his pride and honor have been insulted by 
Agamemnon. Achilleus then refuses to fight with the ls 
Achaians and the tide of the siege turns--the Trojans are 
victorious again and again, nearly driving the Achaianl1 into 
the sea. It is only when Agamemnon is able to overcome his 
desire for Briseis, the "temptress," that Achilleus rejoins 
the siege apd the tide turns in favor of the Achaians. 
For the children, Hansel and Gretel, the "woman as the 
temptress'' is the same character as the "goddess'': the 
witch. The children are enticed into the trap laid by the 
witch through physical temptations. First, they are drawn 
to the gingerbread house by their own hunger, and they 
greedily devour large pieces of the house. Second, the 
witch draws them into the house by promising them 
substantial meals and beds to lie down upon, placing her in 
a pseudo-motherly role for the children. It is only after 
the children give into temptation by accepting the witch's 
offers that they are caught. During their captivity, the 
children's weaknesses for physical gratification are 
exploited and turned into punishments. Hansel is given only 
the best to eat, but only so that he will be a better meal 
for the witch. Gretel, on the other hand, is starved, 
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denied the very sustenance that she was tempted with in the 
first place. The children must denounce the situation that 
the "temptress" has led them into to survive ·and complete~ 
their monomythic quest. 
''Atonement with the father,'' the next narrative unit of 
the monomy"t:h, requires the hero(s) to face and make peace 
with a father-figure that is encountered during the hero's 
quest (130). As the ''father'' may take a form reflecting 
benevolence, or one reflecting monstrousness, the 
''atonement" that the hero achieves with the "father'' may be 
peaceful (as through acceptance of the hero by the 
''father'') , or may result in the ''father's'' death and the 
usurpation of his position by the hero. The '' father'' is 
often described from the hero's perspective as "terrible" 
(132) or an ''ogre'' (129) with regards to his power and 
strangeness. Perhaps this is because the '' father'' exists on 
a· level above that of the hero and, therefore, possesses 
more power than the hero. As the "father" exists beyond 
what the hero recognizes as "norntal," the '' father'' is often 
strange, perhaps monstrous. "Atonement with the father", 
then, requires the hero to ascend to the II father's'' exalted 
level of existence, and perhaps go beyond (130). 
"Atonement" for the Achaians occurs on two levels. 
First, Agamemnon wins ''atonement'' with the "father'' Apollo 
by ending his feud with Achilleus, denying the temptations 
represented by the women, Chryseis and Briseis. Only then 
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is Agamemnon restored to his· full heroic _,capabilities as_, ~ ;i . 
king of the Achaians, and only then does the siege turn to-
favor the Achaians.. Second, Achilleus achieves ''atonement'' 
• • C • 
through the end of the feud with his ''father'', King 
Agamemnon, for then when his pride and honor have been 
restored, he is willing to return to the field of battle 
and is able to fulfill his heroic destiny of besting Hektor 
in combat and becoming legendary. 
Hansel and Gretel earn their ''atonement'' by destroying 
the witch and recovering the riches in her house, and then 
returning safely to their ''father'' who is, indeed, their 
father. Their father, at the urging of their stepmother 
• t (another monomythic ''bad goddess" for the children) rejects 
Hansel and Gretel as a viable part of the family. The 
children, then, prove their worthiness to their father with 
the riches which alleviate the families destitution, thereby 
winning the children's ''atonement. '' For both the Achaians 
and Hansel and Gretel ''atonement" leads directly into the 
next stage of the monomythic quest, "apotheosis." ·· 
' 'Atonement with the father" brings the hero to a 
''divine state" that is ''free of all fear, beyond the reach 
of change" (150-51). This "divine state" is the 
''apotheosis" of the monomythic hero, the highest incarnation 
that the hero can strive to attain during his quest. The 
joining of the hero with the "father,'' or the destruction of 
the "father" at the hands of the hero, mark the "apotheosis" 
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as the moment when the hero achieves the level of existence 
enjoyed by the ''father, '' which is beyond that of the 'society 
the hero has left behind. The hero becomes ''more than man'' 
( 154) • 
For the. Achaians, ''apotheosis'' entails the return of 
the blessings of the gods to their armies, ensuring victory 
over the Trojans. Once Agamemnon has made his peace with 
his ''father" deities, he is once again able to lead his men 
in truly heroic manner, thereby overwhelming the Trojans. 
Once Achilleus has found ''atonement'' with his "father,'' King 
Agamemnon, he returns to battle and wins reaches 
"apotheosis" by defeating Hektorof Troy in individual 
combat. By their deeds Agamemnon and Achilleus are assured 
··, 
legendary status in the eyes of their countrymen--they have 
become more than mere men. 
For Hansel and Gretel the "apotheosis" is reached when 
they are re-united with their father. Their family unit is 
reborn. The children (and their father) have achieved the 
"divine state" of a solid family unit, whose structure will 
not again be threatened. 
''The ultimate boon,'' the last narrative unit of the 
initiation category, is the final stage of the outward 
journey of the hero through the "belly of the whale.'' The 
winning of the "ultimate boon'' is the goal of his monomythic 
quest. ''The ease with which the adventure is here 
accomplished signifies that the hero is a, superior man'' 
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(172). Once the ''apotheosis'' has been reached by the 
i' 
hero(s) in his ·rise above the level of normal humanity, he 
is able to finish his quest and win for humanity a ''boon''. 
Frequently this ''boon'' is immortality, not of the body but 
of the spirit (189). 
For the Achaians, the primary ''boon'' being sought is 
the release of Helen. But with her release, the Achaians 
will have restored the honor and pride that was lost with 
her kidnapping. And, the restoration of their honor and 
pride will also mean the restoration of honor for their 
patron deities. So, when the feud between Agamemnon and 
Achilleus is ended and both heroes reach their monomythic 
"apotheoses," they are able to win the "ultimate boon'' for 
their people and earn immortality in legend. 
For Hansel and Gretel the "ultimate boon" is the riches 
they recover from the gingerbread house after the 
destruction of the witch. These riches will allow their 
family to live without the fear of poverty, that which 
caused their father to abandon the children in the woods in 
the first place. So, the riches win the restoration of the 
family, and ensure that this restoration will be permanent. 
This sense of permanency, the happy,ending of the tale, is 
the immortality of spirit that Hansel and Gretel have won. 
Through the perpetuation of their family they will live on, 
and an individual and social ''boon'' is achieved. 
" 
After the completion of. the quest
11 stage with the hero 
winning -the ''ultimate boon'' comes the final stage of the 
. ' 
monomyth, the ''Return. '' This third category is, as the name 
implies, centered on the return of the hero to the society 
from which he ventured at the beginning of his quest. There 
are six narrative units contained within the ''Return:" '. 
1. ''Refusal of the return'' 
2. ''The magic flight 11 · 
3. ''Rescue from without'' 
4 • ''The crossing of the return threshold" 
5. ''Master of the two worlds'' 
6 • '' Freedom to 1 i ve" 
Again, once the hero has won the "ultimate boon," it 
remains for him to return to his society. This return, 
though, ''has been frequently refused'' (193). The hero may 
choose at this point in the monomyth to remain in "the belly 
f' 
of the whale.'' While Homer's Illiad does not cover this 
aspect of the monomyth, The Odyssey12 (the companion piece 
to The Illiad) does. One episode in particular, involving 
the lotus-eaters, emphasizes the ''refusal of the return" of 
the heroic Achaians. While among the lotus-eaters, many of 
Odysseus's men decide that it would be better to remain 
11 Any use of the term "quest" throughout this study 
should be assumed to be in reference to the monomythic 
definition of this term even if the word "monomythic" does not 
appear. 
12 Homer. The Odyssey. trans. Richmond Lattimore. New 
York: Harper & Row, 1965. 
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rather than continue on their homeward voyage. They choose 
to stay13 in "the belly of·· the whale'' rather than continue 
Q 
on. This ''refusal'' is not a complete one, though, because 
Odysseus himself does continue homeward •. 
[! 
In Hansel and Gretel this narrative unit is not very 
pronounced, save in the temptation that poss,ibly existed for 
the children .to remain in the gingerbread house. With the 
death of the witch, they would have freedom to gprge 
themselves on the architectural pastries around them while 
still retaining the riches found in the house to live off. 
But this possibility is not brought up in the story, and no 
''refusal of the return'' is made by the children. 
If the hero(s) does not refuse the return, then "magic 
flight" occurs. This unit of the monomyth may take one of 
two forms. If the hero is "explicitly commissioned to 
return to the world'' then he is "is supported by all the 
powers of his supernatural patron'' (196-97). If on the 
other hand the "boon'' has been attained against the wishes 
of the gods or the guardians of the "boon," the return 
becomes a ''lively .. pursuit .. complicated by marvels of 
magical obstruction and evasion" (197). In either case, the 
''magic flight'' is the- actual journey of the hero homeward, 
whether assisted or hindered by supernatural powers. 
13 Their decision is largely a result of the narcotic 
effect of the lotus. 
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In The Odyssey ''magical flight'' clearly takes on the 
characteristics of pursuit by angered supernatural forces 
..... 
after Odysseus and his men slay the · Cyc·lops, who is the son 
of Poseidon, god of the sea. This earns for Odysseus and 
his men the wrath of Poseidon who lashes out at the 
~dventurers with wind and storm, eventually destroying their 
ships and leaving only Odysseus to complete the return. 
Odysseus does reach home, but not before it becomes vitally 
clear that ''the powers of the abyss are not to be challenged 
lightly" (201). 
For Hansel and Gretel, on the other hand, the return is 
made with the assistance of apparently supernatural powers. 
When, on their homeward journey through the woods, the 
children reach a wide stretch of water, they are assisted in 
their crossing by a white duck who allows each child to ride 
. 
across the water on its back. The duck can be viewed as an 
agent of God, who Hansel and Gretel have called upon for 
assistance during their monomythic quest. It is possible, 
though, that the duck is acting, at least partially, on its 
own volition as will be suggested below. This example 
illustrates the assistance that may prove necessary for a 
successful return journey for the hero. 
The hero "may have to be brought back from his .. 
adventure by assistance from without •• the world may have 
to come and get him" (207). Ultimately, the hero may need 
assistance not only from supernatural 1sources, but from 
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those in the society he left behind. This is ''rescue from 
without 11 -- 11without 11 referring to those who are outside of 
the "belly of the whale. '' Such a . ''rescue'' for the hero in a 
sense justifies his delivery of the. ''boon'' to humanity~. 
Society earns the ''boon'' by aiding the hero in his return, 
just as the hero has earned the right to return by 
succeeding in his quest for the ''boon." 
) 
Odysseus is ''rescued from without" by Penelope, his 
wife, who has remained loyal to her husband through the many 
long years of his absence despite the suitors who 
continuously proposition her. If she had accepted any of 
their marriage proposals she would have, in effect, declared 
her husband to be dead. Odysseus would have returned to 
find another man sitting upon his throne and sleeping with 
his wife. The honor that was won at the siege of Troy, the 
"boon" for Odysseus, would have been lost. But, Penelope 
remains loyal to her husband, so when he does return he is 
able to reclaim what is his with his honor intact. So, for 
Odysseus the "rescue from without'' is not so much a physical 
action, but a gesture of faith on Penelope's part. 
For Hansel and Gretel, on the other hand, there is a 
physical "rescue from without," that is enacted by the duck. 
Even if supernatural powers are at work when the duck 
carries the children across the water, the duck may still be 
viewe~ as perfor1ning a willful a~t apart from the assumed 
directions of God. God is here acting not directly, but 
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indirectly through a living agent. So, the duck, a part of 
Hansel and Gretel's "normal,'' natural world, ''rescues'' them 
. from the ''belly of the whale.'' Its actions are a ''rescue 
' 
from without'' with elements of a ''magic. flight.'' 
Just as the ''Departure'' involved the crossing of the 
''first threshold,'' so does the ''Return'' involve a parallel 
''crossing of the return threshold.'' With his successful 
''crossing'' the hero finds ''a great key" to ''understanding 
myth and symbol, '' that is, the knowledge that the real world 
and the ''belly of the whale" are just two sides of existence 
(217). The hero proves, by his return, that journeys into 
the "belly of the whale'' are possible, and in this manner he 
paves the way for others to follow in his footsteps. He has 
expanded the boundaries of the world and of human potential. 
The "crossing of the return threshold" in The Odyssey 
is the entire journey home from Troy. The "crossing" ends 
only when Odysseus slays his wife's suitors and reclaims 
what is his. He is empowered by the success of his 
monomythic quest to "survive the impact of the world" (226). 
For Hansel and Gretel the "return threshold'' is the journey b 
home through the forest, and, in particular, the previously-
mentioned crossing of the water with the assistance of a 
duck. Once the children have crossed the water, they find 
themselves in familiar woods and are able to quickly return 
home.· Their return with the ''boon" of riches from the 
gingerbread house wins their acceptance back into the world. 
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And their destruction of the witch opens up the woods to 
safer passage, thus expanding their world. 
The experience of successfully traversing and linking 
the space between the normal world and the ''belly of the 
whale'' makes the hero ''master of two worlds'! (229). The 
hero's quest has raised him to his ''apotheosis,'' 
transfigured him as a model of the highest level of super-
human ability. His enhanced abilities, now allow him ''ready 
transit'' across the "thresholds" of departure and return 
(229). In this way, he has achieved a mastery of both 
worlds, and, as is stated above, his successful return 
reveals them to be two parts of the same world. 
In both The Illiad and The Odyssey the ''two worlds" are 
represented by the Achaian homelands in Greece and the city 
of Troy in Asia Minor. With their victory over the Trojans, 
the Achaians have won mastery over the ''belly of the whale. " 
The homeward journey of the Achaians across the ''return 
threshold," illustrated in part in The Odyssey, also gives 
the heroes a renewed mastery of the world to which they are 
returning. Even though the homeward journey is not a 
pleasant one for the Achaians, as Odysseus is the only 
survivor from among his people, there remains the certainty 
that the dead have won for their society the mastery of the 
"belly of the whale" with their defeat of the Trojans. 
For Hansel and Gretel, the destruction of the witch 
means the mastery of the "belly of the whale'' into which 
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they have ventured on their monomythic quest. The witch's .. ,, 
death effectively removes the possibility of any further 
threats to the children--or to"1 anyone else wandE!ring through 
that particular woods. Hansel· and Gretel are, therefo~e, 
''masters" of the ''belly of the whale. 11 Members of their 
society can now freely traverse the two worlds the children-
heroes have opened up for them. With the riches they ~ave 
recovered from the witch's house, Hansel and Gretel have 
also achieved mastery in the.ir normal world. Not only will 
1B 
their family be ~conomically stable, but the children will 
never again face the possibility of abandonment. 
Ultimately the hero, returning from the quest as the 
''master of two worlds, 11 has won for himself the "freedom to 
live" (238). As stated above, the successful quest brings 
with it the benefit of spiritual immortality for the hero. 
In one sense, then, the "freedom to live" is this 
immortality, and may be seen as freedom from death. In 
another sense, the hero has also won ''freedom to live'' 
because he has neutralized the threats of the ''belly of the 
whale." He does not have to fear threats from the 
monster(s) of the two worlds he has mastered. And, in still 
" 
another sense, the hero has won the "freedom to live'' for 
all of humanity. The "ultimate boon'' that he possesses is 
of benefit to all of society. ''Freedom to live'' is here the 
"freedom to continue to exist and progress'' for human 
society in general. 
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-The victory of the Achaians·over the Trojans wins for 
the Achaians the monomythic ''freedpm to live'' in all of 
these senses. Defeated, the Trojans no longer present any 
sort of military\threat to the Achaians. Therefore, the 
"';S,. 
Achaians will not be killed by the Trojans-~the Achaians are 
free to live. Their victory also wins for the Achaians, 
f 
specific members and collectively, immortality in that their 
deeds will not be forgotten. Homer's epics are sufficient 
proof of this. And, their victory restores the tarnished 
honor of all the Achaian peoples, giving them the ''freedom'' 
to continue on as a society. 
Hansel and Gretel, too, win ''freedom to live'' in many 
ways. They have killed the witch so she no longer can 
threaten their lives. They have gained spiritual 
immortality through restoring a strong family unit, which 
will live on through their own children. And, they have 
benefitted the society of their family by returning with the 
riches from the gingerbread house, thereby assuring the 
continued existence of the family, so the family is free 
from ''death. 11 The family may now continue to exist and 
progress, free from threats from within and from without. 
With the ''freedom to live,'' then, the monomythic quest 
is completed. The hero has ventured forth from his home, 
survived trials and surmounted obstacles, passed into the 
''belly of the whale, 11 and won the ''boon" which he returns 
home with for everyone's benefit. Campbell remarks of the 
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monomyth that ••one knows the tale; it has been told a 
thousand ways'' ( 387) • So, accordi·ng to Campbell, the 
' 
monomyth is not only found in oral and written fairy tales, 
mythologies, .and folk stories; it is present throughout all 
narratives, whatever form they take. While this chapter has 
provided a brief overview of the entire monomyth, I will 
focus, primarily, upon the monomythic hero, the ''belly of 
• 
the whale,'' and the "ultimate boon'' in reference to horror 
films. In the next chapter, I will relate the monomyth to 
cinema as a useful tool of analysis, making a particular 
case for its application to the horror genre. 
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Chapter TWo: 
Horror Films and the Monomyth 
\ 
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Chapter Two: 
Horror Films an4 the Konoayth 
Campbell ~·s use _ o~ the monomyth appears to be, save for 
·_ a few examples, limited- ·to applications in mythology and 
folk tales. But it becomes apparent from his writings that 
he meant the monomyth for use in a larger sense, for as he 
opulently states, ''religions-, philosophies, arts • • • boil up 
from the basic, magic ring of myth'' (Hero 3). So, although 
Campbell limits his applications of the monomyth in his 
primary empirical study, The Hero With a Thousand Faces, to 
various mythologies, he appears to encourage the critical 
, 
application of his monomyth concept to other narrative 
works. "Mythology teaches you what's behind literature and 
the arts,'' (Power 11) ·and, therefore, the monomyth, 
-
Campbell's basic structure for all myths, suggests a basic 
~ 
structure behind all narratives: novels, ballads, folk 
stories, and motion pictures. 
Campbell's belief in the .universality of mythological 
forms, as revealed in his monomyth concept, stems from his ., 
I 
ties to psychoanalytic studies of the subconscious mind. 
Campbell states that the monomyth is comprised of Jungian 
archetypes, symbols of the collective unconscious (Hero 4). 
C. G. Jung's collective unconscious refers to his theory 
that there exists a subconscious repository in every human 
_in which reside basic symbols for all humanity. These basic 
symbols are archetypes, and they are the building-blocks 
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from which all cultural and personal symbols are 
.. 
constructed. All myths are ''archetypal dreams'' (Power 15) 
and so· they are shared by all humanity on some level below 
waking consciousness. 
Campbell avoids the pitfalls of Propp's syntagmatic 
studies of Russian folk tales which ''dealt with the 
structure of text alone •• in isolation from its social and 
cultural context," (Propp xii) and thereby often achieve a 
scientific quantitative sterility. Clearly, if Campbell 
attributes the human universality of Jungian archetypes to 
the monomyth, he is not separating the text from social or 
cultural contexts. Indeed, the texts are the results of 
these cultural contexts as much as social and cultural 
orders are theorized by Jung to be the results of the 
collective unconscious. So, through its psychoanalytic 
origins the monomyth becomes a richer theory for cultural 
studies applications. 
But even from a study such as Propp's Morphology of the 
Folktale, which ignores all but the text itself, there comes 
the realization that "if there is a pattern in a culture, it 
is by no means necessary that it be limited to only one 
aspect of that culture" (xiv) or be limited to one culture. 
The monomyth, which Campbell successfully applies to several 
examples of mythology in Western culture, should therefore 
be structurally applicable to other aspects of Western 
culture besides mythology. Furthermore, as Robin Wood 
', 
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"' . - •,,, ~ -~··-· ,. ·~ - ~. ' 
states, "so many things feed into (a work of art] which are 
.· 
beyond the artist's conscious control--not only his personal 
't 
.. ~. • ••...• 
unconscious •• , but the cultural assumptions of nis society'' 
(Hollywood 47). While ·I am not suggesting any direct 
relation between Wood's ideas here and the monomyth or 
psychoanalytic theory, he does share a belief in the 
influence of culture and even a cultural unconscious upon 
artistic creation. 
Joseph Fontenrose in The Ritual of Myth defines myths 
in part as ''prose narratives'' with an implication of ''oral 
transmission" (54). The logical step for expanded use of 
the monomyth, then, is its application to other types of 
narratives, including those written or spoken, such as 
' 
cinema. Whether or not one finds Campbell's use of Jung's 
. 
archetypes or those ideas relating to the collective 
unconsciousness valid, the monomyth can still be accepted as 
a valuable instrument of aesthetic criticism by benefit of 
its design, which is focused upon historic/cultural 
research. And, as Graeme Turner states, "the myths, 
beliefs, and practices preferred by a culture •. will find 
their way into those cultures' narratives" (78-79). Since 
''feature films are narratives--they tell stories'' (67) and 
are clearly produced by cultures for commercial and 
aesthetic ends, they are a potential focus for analysis by 
such structural studies of narratives as Campbell's 
monomyth. 
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But why apply the monomyth to horror films in 
particular? Although ''horror films have had .comparatively 
little serious discussion" (Cook 99) in relation to the 
other cinematic genres, the place-of the horror film in 
genre criticism has survived its ''intellectual baptism'' 
(McConnell 24) and has been, I believe, firmly established 
by the increasing attention that horror has received in the 
1970s, and 1980s. Horror films are no longer relegated to a 
J 
position of secondary importance in cinematic study. As 
Ivan Butler states, ''horror has its place in the film, as in 
every other art'' (19). As this study will discuss, horror 
films possess messages of social importance (Clarens xiii), 
as do all art forms, if only as cultural consumer 
products. 14 To further defend the horror film as a,, 
field of scholarly study, I might recall the examples of 
Chapter One of this work in order to point out the 
similarities between horror films and those classic examples 
of mythology and folk tale: The Illiad, The Odyssey, and 
''Hansel and Gretel.'' Each of these works contains elements 
of horror. The supernatural, in the form of gods, magic, 
and monstrous beings are readily apparent in The Illiad and 
Odyssey, while "Hansel and Gretel" has its horrific, child-
14 Arguments for the horror film as a legitimate focus 
for scholarly study have·been. made by Carlos Clarens in An 
Illustrated History . of the Horror Film, and Ivan Butler in 
Horror in the Cinema, while "Robin Wood argues for the social 
significance. of horror f il·ms i"n .Hollywood from Vietnam to 
Reagan. 
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eating witch. The protagonists in these examples are placed 
in peril and experience terror because of the supernatural--
Odysseus is attacked by a cyclops, lured by sirens, and 
becomes the target of Poseidon's ire; Hansel and Gretel are 
captured by the witch and are threatened with torments, 
including cannibalism. All of these narratives possess 
frightening elements, as do many myths, fairy tales, and 
folk tales. The violence of the Greek tragedies, the 
monsters of myths, and the magic of fairy tales are all 
elements related to the conventions of the horror film. It 
is, perhaps, these shared fantastic and frightening elements 
that are perhaps most encouraging to any attempt to adapt 
the monomyth to horror films. 15 
What, then, is a ''horror'' film? The horror genre in 
cinema is "tangled up with evaluation .• (and] historical 
change'' (Cook 59). In other words, the elements of the 
horror genre overlap with those of several other genres, and 
have changed to an extent over time, thereby adding to the 
problems of precise generic definition. While certain 
films, like Dracula (1931), Frankenstein (1931), Rosemary's 
Baby (1968), and The Exorcist (1973) _appear rather 
classically constructed as horror films, others, like The 
Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919), Invasion of the Body 
Snatchers (1956), Psycho (1960), and Alien contain elements 
15 Along this line of reasoning, science 'fiction and 
fantasy films should also reveal monomythic structures. The 
proof of such claims, though, fall outside of this study. 
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,,,.,, of genres other than horror, and so blur generic lines. For 
,. 
example, Noel Carroll argues that Psycho should be labelled 
a ''psychological thriller'' and not a .horror movie ·because it 
does not deal with elements of the supernatural. 16 Thus, · 
extrapolating from Carroll's reasoning that Caligari should 
be clas.sified with Psycho, since the "supernatural'' elements 
of this film are revealed as the fantasies of· a madman. On ·-1 
the other hand, the classification of Invasion of the Body 
Snatchers and Alien would remain problematic as both contain 
horror and science fiction elements. Whether they are 
primarily horror films, or science fiction, is the problem 
that faces those who would set up strict genre 
classifications. 
While I do not agree with all of Noel Carroll's The 
Philosophy of Horror, his examination of the elements of 
horror in Chapter One, "The Nature of Horror, '' is quite 
thorough and I acknowledge that it has influenced my own 
defining process of the horror genre. All horror films seem 
to have two main elements in common: they seek to elicit a 
sense of fear from the audience, and they contain a 
16 He later undercuts this classification by stating that 
since Norman Bates in Psycho is psychologically neither man 
nor woman, he is tantamount to a supernatural manifestation 
of monstrosity (39). He further hedges his classifications, 
stating, ''whether in the long run we count Psycho as a horror 
may be a matter of decision'' (39). While I do applaud 
Carroll's efforts to arrive at a an exact definition of 
horror, I would question his ultimate success at exactness 
when he insists on qualifying many of his own efforts at 
precise definition and classification. 
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threatening presence (which I will here after refer to as 
" 
, 
the ''monster'') • While it is perhaps inaccurate to assume· 
''people go to horror movies exclusively to be scared'' 
(Clarens xiii), the primary effect sought.in experiencing a 
horror film is fear. 
. . ' ' ' This is the primary goal of all horror 
films, whether,th:e.fear is of the hair-raising, scream-
eliciting sort,·.· ~r of a ·more s~tly chilling psychologica·1 
·¥; ,· . 
. type. While Western films are identifiable mainly thr(?Ugh 
their setting, and science fiction films through gadgetry. 
(spaceships, time machines, laser pistols, etc.), the common 
denominator of horror films appears to be "the emotion it 
characteristically or rather ideally promotes" (Carroll 14). 
So, ''we are meant to be frightened by the horror film'' 
(Clarens xii). 
The fear stimulated by the horror film has its source 
in the film's monster(s). Carroll limits horror genre 
monsters to "either a supernatural or sci-fi origin'' (15), 
although he later modifies these limitations to include 
psychopaths, as noted above. For the purposes of this 
study, I will use a broader definition of "monster.'' The 
monster is any character or creature that induces a sense of 
horror or fear: this includes werewolves, vampires, witches, 
demons, psychotic murderers, alien life forms, mad 
scientists (along with their creations), cannibals, giant 
animals and insects, and other horror-inducing creatures. 
The breadth of this definition bears the dual benefits of 
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both a more focused view than Robin Wood's definition which 
states, ''normality is threatened by the Monster'' (Hollywood 
78), and a broader view of the monster than is taken by 
Carroll. So, Caligari and Psycho·, which contain human 
monsters, along with Body Snatchers and Alien which contai~ 
extraterrestrial monsters, can all be considered horror 
films, along with Dracula, Frankenstein, Rosemary's Baby, 
' and The Exorcist. 
What, then, is to be gained from the application of the 
monomyth to horror films? When evaluated structurally using 
the narrative elements of the monomyth, a process of change 
becomes apparent in the horror films from the 1950s onward. 
Modern horror films17 have redefined how the cinematic 
horror genre works through the monomythic structures, 
especially regarding the identity of the ''hero,'' the 
location of the "belly of the whale," and the nature of the 
"ultimate boon." As this study will show, many modern 
horror films have cast aside traditional monomythic generic 
conventions in favor of new motifs. Using the elements of 
the monomyth as an analytic constant can help determine the 
exact nature of these changes/new motifs. Once the patterns 
of generic change have been identified it is possible to 
contextualize these patterns of socio-cultural change. The 
17 
''Modern" for the purposes of this study, shall refer 
to films released from 1960, roughly coinciding with the 
release of Alfred Hitchcock's Psycho and Michael Powell's 
Peeping Tom, through the 1990s. 
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. following chapters will attempt both for the horror film and 
Western culture. 
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Chapter Three: 
The Other-Figure as Hero 
'• 
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Chapter Three: 
The Other-Figure as Hero 
Although Campbell does acknowledge that the hero figure 
of the monomyth can be either a man or woman (Hero 19), it 
is predominarltly a male hero that is described throughout 
Campbell's writings. 18 This is, no doubt, in part due to 
the various myths ~hat Campbell studied in preparing his 
"', 
monomyth theories; t~e heroic figure in most cultures is 
\ 
always male. From the legendary characters of Hercules, 
Samson, Gilgamesh, Charlemagne, Robin Hood, and the-Buddha, 
through the twentieth-century's Superman, John Wayne 
characters, and Indiana Jones, the role of hero has 
traditionally been the domain of men. 
But societies have demanded other traits of its heroes, 
besides just maleness. There has also been the seeming 
necessity that the hero be of that part of the population 
that is considered "normal." By ''normal" I refer to Robin 
Woods' definition of the word as "conformity to the dominant 
social norms" (Hollywood 78) • Campbell labels ''normal" 
society the ''Chosen People," stating that every group of 
, . people "is a chosen people in its own mind'' (Power 105). A 
\, ~ 
~-'71' ' 
/ hero, then, will be one of the "chosen people" and will 
18 
"The male usually has the more conspicuous role ... 
He's out in the world, and the woman is at home'' (Power 124). 
Campbell apparently rejects the application of the heroic to 
women except in maternal circumstances; "the mother as hero" 
( 124) • His assumption does not hold true in all instances for 
the role of women as heroic figures in modern horror cinema. 
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defend his ''normal'' society from outside encroachment. 
Jesus came of the ''chosen'' Jews of ancient Israel to save 
them from occupying Romans.· King.Arthur came from Angle 
lineage and fought the invading Saxons. 
In the United States, specifically, ''normal'' society 
has come to be represented by physical, sexual, religious 
and economic status: Caucasian, Judaeo-Christian, above-Q 
·average mental.ability and physical health, heterosexual, 
and white-collar. 19 Superman; as his alter-ego Clark Kent, 
is a member of the whi_:te collar class as a newspaper 
reporter. Although an alien possessed of superior physical 
strength and mental abilities, he appears to be Caucasian, 
while his flirtatious relationship.with Lois Lane gives 
evidence of his heterosexuality. In his most famous film 
roles as a cowboy, John Wayne typified the god-fearing, 
hard-working white pioneers of America's frontier--one who 
was also handy in a fight with his fists or with a gun, but 
who could also be supportive of familial ideals. Indiana 
Jones, also Caucasian, appears to be equally comfortable 
when confronted by physical tasks in the field or with 
19 These cultural requirements for the "normality" of a 
traditional hero are not necessarily traits shared by horror 
film audiences. As is discussed by Noel Carroll, 
identification of the members of the audience with film 
protagonists often ''remains unclear" save that it is not 
always an exact duplication (The Philosophy of Horror 89-90). 
There is only a "partial correspondence between the audience 
and the protagonist'' (92) so the traits of the hero reflect 
societal aspirations, but not societal reality. So, the 
traditional American monomythic hero is an incarnation of an 
"American dream''. 
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intellectual pursuits as a member of academia. In two of 
the three films in the Indiana Jones trilogy he shows a 
respectful belief in Judaeo-Christian teachings. And his 
female love interests in each film establish his 
heterosexuality. 
I) 
The traditional American hero is required, for the most 
part, to be male, white, strong and/or smart, heterosexual, 
respectful of religion, and middle class. 20 In more general 
terms, the hero must be of a specific racial background, 
gender, physical and mental status, sexual orientation, 
religion, and economic/class level. These requirements may 
all be classified as conforming to the expectations of 
whatever "normal'' society is defined as at a certain time, 
in a certain place. The particular race, religious beliefs 
and economic status of the heroic figure are much more 
subject to change from one culture to another. But perhaps 
the male gender of the hero is by far a more cross-
culturally accepted convention. Because of a historical 
preponderance of patriarchal social systems, most cultures 
cast men, not women, as heroes. I will hereafter refer to 
maleness and the other qualifications for membership in 
20 Because of the large percentage of horror films that 
have been produced specifically for American audiences, I have 
here statea only the American requirements for the monomythic 
hero. This study's focus on the United States therefore will 
reflect an American audience's expectations of the horror 
genre, its heroes, and its narrative patterns. Because of 
certain common cultural values, many conclusions of this study 
will hold for other Western (particularly European) cultures. 
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whatever is defined as ''normal'' society as two separate 
specifications for the traditional hero. , 
' 
From the early days of horror cinema, through the 1950s 
. , 
and early 1960s, the majority of horror· films have reflected 
the double requirements that the hero be male and a member 
of normal society. 21 F. w. Murnau•s Nosferatu (1922) 
presents as its hero Jonathan Harker, a young real estate 
agent. Not only is he admirably dedicated enough to his job 
to venture into Transylvania for the sake of leasing a 
property to the sinister Count Dracula, but he is a 
representative of a future family man with his fiancee, 
Nina, waiting for him at home. 22 
In the 1931 American adaptation of Bram Stoker's novel, 
Tod Browning's production of Dracula23 , normal society, 
21 There are of course exceptions to these conventions 
of the genre. The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919) presents a 
hero who is definitely not a part of normal society. It may 
be argued, though, that from the viewpoint of the insane 
characters the horror of this film is Francis' excursion into 
seeming normality through his delusions. Therefore, the 
"normal" state of his insanity is broken by seeming sanity. 
Insanity becomes the normality, and" sanity the abnormal. 
Perhaps the primary reason for the continuing critical acclaim 
for Caligari is at least in part due, to its unusual inversion 
of traditional horror conventions. 
22 Jonathan does not actually kill the vampire in 
Nosferatu. Instead Nina lures Dracula to her room and keeps 
him there until the sun rises and destroys him. Nina is, 
therefore, a possible fore-runner of female heroes in modern 
horror films. 
23 Ivan Butler comments, "it is interesting to speculate 
on the reactions o·f the orig·inal writers of Dracula and 
Frankenstein could they see what happened to their respective 
creations'' (39). While the connections between original 
literary tex~s and cinematic adaptations would also prove 
[ 
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armed with Christian icons as weaponry~ is not only 
presented as more powerful in the-· end than the alternative 
represented by the title monster, but is also more 
attractive. Mina, the primary female focus of Dracula's 
attention, states, ''Give me someone a little more normal. 
1124 
She is referring, of course, to her preference for the 
film's hero, here called John Harker. Whatever attraction 
Mina has for the monster, the embodiment of all that is 
abnormal, is dismissed as the result of Dracula's 
vampiric/hypnotic domination over her. The viewer is 
clearly to assume that without his unnatural powers, Dracula 
would have no chance of winning Mina's favors, sexual or 
otherwise, from normal, heroic John. 
Browning's next film in the horror genre, Freaks (1932) 
would seem to go against the conventions of ''normal'' society 
victorious over a threatening abnormal character(s) as the 
interesting for the purposes of determining the manner in 
which monomythic archetypes have been translated into film, 
such falls outside this study. I will leave it to future 
~tudies to expand in this direction. 
24 A comparison can be made between the depictions of 
the aristocracy in Dracula,. and the modern horror film The 
Hunger (1983). In both examples, the monsters are 
representative of the idle rich, with European ancestry. 
Dracula dresses in a distinctively aristocratic manner 
compared to the other characters of the film, most of whom 
are clothed as members of the American (despite the English 
setting) bourgeoisie. In The Hunger, the equally aristocratic 
Miriam Blaylock, the film's vampire, is contrasted to the 
modern member of the bourgeoisie, Sarah Robert. But, while 
in the earlier film this aristocracy is condemned through the 
vampire's death, in the latter the aristocratic life is 
adopted by the film's protagonist. 
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film closes with the titular freaks having mutilated a 
''normal II woman. This end 0 WOUld seem to be in direct 
~pposition to the traditional horror conventions. But in 
· this film ''Browning has turned the •• convention of horror 
topsy-turvy'' (Butler 71). The ''normal'' protagonist, 
Cleopatra, is revealed to be corrupt, while the ''monstrous 
and distorted'' (71) ''freaks'' are actually proponents of 
good. Therefore, Freaks, while transposing generic 
conventions, is not a reversal of monomythic terms, as the 
freaks themselves comprise a ''normal'' society unto 
themselves, while Cleopatra is the abnormality that 
threatens them. ~ .. The conventional foregrounding of the attractiveness of 
''normality'' continues in both the 1931 production of 
Frankenstein and its sequel, 1935's The Bride of 
Frankenstein, as Henry_Frankenstein25 fills the position of 
male hero. While it is true that at the beginning of 
Frankenstein Henry is overcome by a consuming and, as is 
made painfully clear, abnormal desire to create life, by the 
end of the film he is ''cured'' of these desires and wishes in 
order to lead a normal life married to Elizabeth. It. -is 
interesting that during Henry's period of abnormality a 
substitute hero-figure is established in his best friend, 
- 25 Note in both Browning's Dracula and these versions 
of the Frankenstein story that the hero's first name has been 
''normalized'' to something mor,e acceptably American. In 
Dracula, the formal name Jonatban becomes simply John, while 
in Frankenstein and its ~sequel Victor becomes Henry . 
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Victor Morris26 , who is even blandly "normal. '' Victor, not 
coincidentally, also proves to be a romantic rival for 
Henry, illustrating again the attractive nature of normality 
over abnormality which was foregrounded in the·horror-genre. 
Once Henry regains his normal-ness, Vic~or disappears from 
the film, there being no need for two rival hero-figures. 
Throughout The Bride of Frankenstein, Henry is no longer 
prey to the temptation to usurp God's power. The role of 
mad doctor is filled by Dr. Pretorius. At the end of this 
film the monsters and Dr. Pretorius are destroyed in a 
spectacular explosion, while Henry and Elizabeth are united 
once again as the hero wins his bride as another victory for 
normality. 
Looking forward, the 1954 film Them--although it 
includes various science fiction elements--was a prominent 
addition to the canon of horror films of its decade by 
continuing the traditional treatment of the monomythic hero. 
As in Frankenstein, two characters are initially put forward 
as the film's heroes. One is a middle-aged policeman, Ben 
Peterson, who is on hand for the initial discovery of the 
destructive capabilities of giant ants. The other, Bob 
Graham, a young F.B.I. agent, .enters the film in what is at 
first an inferior position to Peterson; their friendship 
takes the form of a father-son relationship. It becomes 
26 . Victor Morris assumes Henry's first name from the 
novel, intriguingly enough. 
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clear early in the film, however, that Graham will.become 
. 
dominant _for although both Peterson and Graham acknowledge 
the sexual attractiveness of the female protagonist, 
Patricia Medford, Grah~m easily wins her affection. Because 
of this, he is shown to be the more heroic--more masculine 
.and more normal--of the two male characters vying for the 
position of hero. 
This is all in keeping with the monomyth, for at some 
time during the quest the hero must confront a father figure 
and find atonement. The father and son must resolve this 
''new element of rivalry •.. the son against the father for 
the mastery of the universe" (Hero 136). Frequently the 
atonement takes the form of the father sacrificing himself 
for the continued survival of the son. In Them's climactic 
scene, Peterson is killed by one of the giant ants while 
saving a young boy, an action representative of the 
sacrificial atonement of father and son. So it is through 
' Peterson's death that Graham is finally established as the 
film's hero after he has survived battle with the monstrous 
ants and wins the qttentions of Patricia, his potential 
mate, and one of the film's two potential "Queen·Goddess[es] 
of the World" (the other being the queen ant) (Hero 109). 
Although, on the surface, Them does appear ~o fall 
neatly within the patterns of earlier horror films in terms 
of generic expectations for the monomythic hero, there is 
one important difference that is worthy of note because of 
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its potentially SU:pversive .relationship to the traditional 
hero figure. The monsters of the monomyth, especially as 
represented in early horror films, are almost always male, 
and as such act in direct opposition in a variety of ways to 
the hero·~ The hero and the monster frequently prove to be 
romantic rivals for the marginalized female protagonist, as 
in Nosferatu, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, Frankenstein, The 
Mummy (1932), King Kong (1933) and many others. In Them, 
though, the true monster of the film is the female queen ant 
that is destroyed at the close of the film. If the viewer 
is to conclude that the monster is here being placed in 
opposition to a character, it would have{to be Patricia, the 
female protagonist27 who works beside the male protagonists, 
and who is not just on hand to be threatened by the film's 
monsters. 
This interpretation raises several interesting 
questions related to the traditional generic conventions for 
the monomythic hero. Is this opposition b tween the queen 
27 Such an opposition, in an abbreviated form, is set 
up in the earlier film, Cat People (1942), between the female 
protagonist and her alter-ego, the homicidal feline monster. 
• 
t . • 
• 
There is, also, a clearly masculine spokesman of normality 
present as her husband. Cat People, then, is a transitional 
film as much as Them is in its presentation of the female 
protagonist's rivalry with the monster. But as changes in the 
generic elements I am studying here did not generally occur 
until long after Cat People; I have chosen Them as a primary 
example of such transition. Its appearance in the 1950s is 
much closer chronologically to the beginning of what I am 
labelling the modern horror film. Perhaps becaus~ of Cat 
People's innovative nature, and the excruciatingiy slow 
fashion that the film industry followed its lead see it as an 
anomaly among 1940s-1950s horror films. 
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·ant and Patricia to be taken as monster to hero? If so, it 
places a woman in the.male-dominated position of monomythic 
hero. Are the monster.and Patricia to be considered as 
romantic rivals? If so, t,he focus of their rivalry is, 
obviously, Graham, relegating him to a lesser, traditionally 
female, role in the monomyth. Finally, what sort of 
offspring could possibly result of a union between queen 
ant/monster ( in the role of monomythic ''Queen of the World") 
and Graham? Barring any physical incompatibilities between 
ant and human, differences which are partially overcome in 
1958's The Fly (and certainly the 1986 remake of The Fly), 
the progeny of monster and human would herald a new age. 
Even without such subversive progeny, films like Them in the 
1950s heralded the age of the modern horror film with its 
modified monomythic elements. 28 What is created in many 
films in the 1960s-1990s is a new order of hero for horror 
films. As Them's eccentric Dr. Medford notes, the giant 
ants are like part of the Biblical prophecy concerning the 
end of the world. And Them does signal the beginning of the 
end of the traditional hero-figure in horror films. 
28 Note that the reverse situation, in which the female 
protagonist ''mates" with the pursuing male monster, does not 
arise in horror films before the modern period. The ·simple 
reason for this is that before the modern horror film there 
was no question of the traditional male hero failing to 
destroy the monster; the situation could not arise. This has 
all changed, though, with the modern horror film,, as in 
Rosemary's Baby, and the remakes of Dracula, and The Fly 
(1985)c. 
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,Furthering the process of subversion of the traditional 
monomythic hero is Tourneur•s Night of the Demon (195.7) • in 
-
which the monster is not the demon of the tit~e, but is 
instead a man, Karswell, who possesses magical abilities and 
I 
uses his powers to summon hellish creatures onto the Earth. 
The actual demon is not the film's monster, and proves to 
be, in fact, possibly a force for stability and normality, 
if not ''good'' (Perry 110) • It is the demon, not the film's 
supposed hero, Dr. John Holden, who ends the threat that the 
magician Karswell poses to ''normal'' society by destroying 
him. So the demon ironically proves to be a more potent 
force for normality than does the male protagonist of the 
f'ilm. More so than in Them, the line is blurred in Night of 
the Demon, foreshadowing the trends of the 1960s and beyond. 
The modern age of horror cinema, coming symbolically 
from the conflation of monster and traditional male hero, 
immediately sets up the specifications for the new breed of 
monomythic hero figures. First, as the male ants in Them 
prove to be short-lived, so too do many characters in modern 
horror films who traditionally would have filled 
requirements of the male hero. In The Texas Chainsaw 
Massacre (1974) none of the "normal'' male characters survive 
confrontations with the film's monsters. Ironically, the 
least ''normal" male, the handicapped Franklin, survives the 
longest. But he, too, is destroyed by the homicidal 
~ 
monsters. The male representatives of normality also prove 
-~ 
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fatally incapable of dealing with the monsters in Night of 
the Living Dead (1968), The Exorcist, The Omen (1976), The-· 
Shining (1980), Carrie (1976), An, American Werewolf in 
London (1981), Friday the 13th (1980), Alien,- and in many 
other films. 
Mortality is not the only non-traditional fate of the 
would-be traditional heroes of the modern horror film, 
though. When the male protagonists survive, they frequently 
prove to be of only secondary importance in a film 
narrative, or are totally incompetent. This "undercutting 
[of] the protagonist as hero" (Hollywood 102) is very 
prominent in Wes Craven's Last House on the Left (1972). 
The two characters in the film who appear most suited for 
the traditional male hero roles are the police officers, who 
blatantly represent conventional law and order and "normal" 
society. The younger of the two policemen is also 
reasonably handsome, bringing at least the suggestion into 
the film of a possible romantic binding between him and one 
of the two female leads/victims. But, the policemen both 
prove to be incapable of any positive action. They fail to 
act on a missing person report, and therefore do not save 
two girls from being brutally murdered. When they do decide 
to act on a report of escaped prisoners, their car runs out 
of gas, and the two officers are left by the side of the 
road, trying without success to hitch a ride. With two such 
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male protagonists this film represents anything but a 
victory for traditional heroic normality. 
In a simi.lar vein, George Romero's Dawn of the Dead 
-( 19 7 9-) presents a white male character, Steven-~ who appears 
at first to be cast in the monomythic role of traditional 
hero. He is ronfantically tied to the film's woman 
protagonist, Francine, and is apparently the savior of the 
four main characters at the start of the film as he flies 
.them away from zombie-infested Philadelphia in a helicopter. 
But it is soon revealed that he is anything but a hero. 
When the helicopter is forced to land in search of fuel, 
Steven proves incapable of defending Francine from the 
zombies. Only with the aid of a black male do they survive 
the incident. This undercutting of Steven as the possible 
hero culminates with Francine's refusal to marry him, thus 
denying the attractiveness of the traditional normality he <" 
represents. 
Besides death and incomp~tence there is a third, even 
more subversive, alternative in modern horror films for the 
male protagonists and that is role reversal, from hero to 
monster. Here the union of monster and traditional hero 
hinted at in Them becomes complete. In Rosemary's Baby the 
husband, a role traditionally reserved for heroes such as 
John Harker and Henry Frankenstein, is actually in league 
with a Satanic cult and proves to be one of his wife's main 
adversaries, largely because she cannot believe that he is 
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not the hero. La·te in the film, when she realizes her 
husband's true nature and loyalties, ·she runs to the film's 
alternative hero figure, a young and attractive male doctor. 
This, too, proves to be a mistake as he drugs Rosemary and 
returns her to the cult's lair.~ 
Jack, the father and husband in The Shining, proves to 
'be anti-heroic on almost every level. He ''sees himself as 
an artist but cannot manage to create'' ·(ciment 146). Jack's 
failure as a writer can be seen as a reflection of his 
larger shortcomings in dealing with ''normal'' society. He 
flees with his family to the seclusion of a distant hotel, 
far from the restraints of society, and there "gives reality 
to his nightmares" (146), attacking his wife and son. Jack 
becomes the father and husband as monster. 
Who, then, is the hero of modern horror films? As 
discussed in Chapter One: The Monomyth, the monomythic hero 
is the questing individual; one who holds ''exceptional 
gifts" (Hero 37) and is capable of action, whether it is on 
a physical or a moral level. The hero ventures from his 
home in pursuit of a goal, the ''ultimate boon'' (172-192). 
But, the traditional hero, the male proponent of normality, 
29 All of this was perhaps first seen in The Cabinet of 
Dr. Caligari where the supposedly heroic ~ Francis proves 
entirely .ineffective in saving his bel_oved Jane from the 
clutches of the doctor and his servant, Cesare, and is finally 
proven insane. As I have mentioned before, though, Caligari 
is an exception to the general trends found within the horror 
genre until the 1950s. 
59 
no longer fulfills such a definition in modern ~orror films. 
The archetypal figures of Gilgamesh, Hercule&, Robin Hood, 
or even Superman, John Wayne characters, and Indiana Jones 
have only rare counterparts in modern horror films. 
John Carpenter's Halloween presents severa,1 characters 
as possible heroes, but only one fulfills all the 
requirements of the monomyth. Doctor Loomis does indeed set 
out to recapture, or destroy, the homicidal maniac, Michae·1 
Myers, on what may be considered a quest. During the course 
of the film, however, the doctor is revealed not ·as the 
' 
hero, but as a ogre/father figure for Michael. The admits 
to a responsibility for Michael in the abse·nce of Michael's 
true parents, as if he is the killer's actual father. 30 As 
Robin Wood points out, the doctor may actually be 
responsible for Michael's mental condition, as well as his 
escape from the asylum where he was being cared for. How 
' 
indeed, did Michael learn how to drive a car during his 
years of supposed catatonic incarceration? The possibility -
is raised that "he has not spent the last nine years sitting 
staring blackly at a wall" as the doctor would have everyone 
believe (Hollywood 194). 
Furthermore, during the course of the film, the', doctor 
proves to be somewhat less than competent at capturing 
.Michael. Despite the years he has spent studying Michael, 
30 
"He was our responsibility,'' Loomis tells a state 
official after Michael's escape. 
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he fails to ·determine where Michael will strike next in 
Haddonfield. When the doctor fails t·o take a uominant r<;>le 
.with the police, he is ignored by them throughout the rest 
of the film. Loomis proves too inadequate at positive 
action to fill the role of monomythic hero. With Michael's 
final, seemingly impossible, escape at the film's close, the 
doctor's inability to be a traditional hero is once again 
impressed upon the audience. 
If not the doctor, the perhaps Laurie, the female 
protagonist, may be considered a successful candidate for 
(}-'' 
the hero of Hallbween. She is Michael's ultimate target in 
his killing spree, but proves capable of surviving his 
relentless attacks during the course of the film, unlike her 
male and female teenage friends who are all slain. She is 
better able to act than the doctor and the police who are 
ineffectually combing the area in search of Michael. When 
\ 
confronted by Michael, she manages to wound him several 
times and actually disarms him once. Laurie, then, is 
prominently placed as an alternative to the traditional male 
hero; she is a representative of the new gender ''otherness" 
possible for the modern horror film hero. Unlike the male-
dependent Elizabeth of Frankenstein, Helen of The Mummy, and 
Mina of Dracula, Laurie shows that she is capable of 
defending herself from the monster and is able to take 
heroic action. 
61 
I 
I·' 
I 
Furthermore, ·Laurie is not relegated to a .traditional 
maternal role in her heroism-~ Despite, the fact that she 
protects the children she is baby-sitting in a motherly ' . 
fashion, she is decidedly ''un-motherly'' because of her 
virginity and her refusal of her friends' assistance in 
getting a date with an attractive male classmate. Further, 
she rejects the traditional normality that awar·ds sexual 
dominance to a male figure. Laurie does not succumb to the 
Freudian sexuality of Michael's attack, fending .off the 
symbolically erotic advances of Michael and his phallic 
knife. Because of her ability to act, even against the 
traditionally more powerful male figures, she is not 
marginalized. She remains at the center of. the film, not 
just a victim of the monster, or a romantic interest for the 
male hero. 
Thus Laurie is heroic in terms that go beyond the 
traditional self-sacrificing, maternal heroics of her 
gender, as are Sally of Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Ripley of 
Alien, Nancy of A Nightmare on Elm Street (1985), and 
Francine of Dawn of the Dead. 
But gender is not the only traditional requirement of 
the hero that has been subverted in modern horror films. 
"Other" hero figures include people who are not of a 
specific race, religion, economic status, or physical and 
mental ability. Some of the new, formerly marginalized, 
horror film heroes are not even adults. The black male 
I 
! 
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protagonist of Dawn of the Dead i·s certainly a more fitting 
hero than his white~ counterpart. Father Damien of The 
/• 
Exorcist, who survives long enough to fulfill his quest of 
freeing the girl Regan from a demonic possession, is an. 
Italian-American without the income to provide adequate care 
for his dying mother. The psychic son, Danny, in The· 
Shining proves to be of more heroic stature than his father 
by successfully passing through the hedge maze31 (Theseus-
like), a task at which his father fails. 
Nor does religion play as large a role for the hero 
figure as it did in the past. Regan's mother and Father 
Damien of The Exorcist are, respectively, an atheist and a 
man of faltering faith. The Christian church which once 
stood strong enough to repel any evil that walked, crawled, 
or flew across the face of the earth in horror films is now 
frequently filled with clergy who are drunk (The Fog 
[1980]), incompetent (Prince of Darkness [1987]), or 
unbelieving (Salem's Lot (1979]). Sometimes the Judao-
Christian ethic is ignored entirely (as in Alien, Halloween, 
and Night of the Living Dead) or is simply relegated to a 
position of superstition (as in Hellraiser (1987]). As one 
central character states in The Kiss (1988), "I'm not 
31 This hedge maze represents the monomythic underworld 
or "belly of the whale'' which will be discussed in greater 
length in Chapter Four: Borror in the Home. Suffice it to say 
here, that to succeed in his quest, the hero must learn the. 
secret of passage through the underworld, be it a labyrinth, 
the catacombs beneath a dismal castle, or the level of Hell 
(Power 115). 
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feeling very religious myself these days.'' It should be 
quite evident that the cinematic presentation of the 
monomythic hero, at least in .the horror genre, is no longer 
restricted to the middle class, religious, white male. The 
''bounded community'' of the chosen people from which (male) 
heroes arise has changed irrevocably in horror films since 
the 1960s. 
But to return to Halloween, there is another possible 
and more fitting hero who must not be overlooked, one that 
comes as a direct result of the fusion of monster and 
traditional hero. Michael, the psychopathic killer, is 
actually the character that best fits the monomythic role of 
hero in the film. As with the joining of scientist and 
insect in The Fly, the hero and monster are one in Michael. 
After the subversion of gender, racial, religious, and 
economic conventions for the monomythic hero in the horror 
genre, the next step is the complete refusal of all societal 
expectations and generic conventions--normality itself must 
·, 
be overturned. That figure which formerly stood at the 
center of the horror film as ''normal'' society must now be 
marginalized. Likewise, those formerly marginalized, the 
monster (and women, children, etc.) now take more commanding 
roles. Such changes in the conventions of horror cinema are 
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reflection of_ societal· · .. change. 32 Just as the social 
•· 
establishment in Western societies, representing all that is 
normal, has come under increasingly extreme criticism, that 
which the traditional hero exemplified--patriotism, 
patriarchy, defending the sanctity of motherhood and home, 
and the white bourgeois--has been viewed with an 
increasingly critical eye since the 1960s·. As one response 
to all this, the traditional generic conventions of horror 
cinema have been critiqued and modified, perhaps most 
dramatically those conventions surrounding the role of the 
hero. 
The heroic figure of the modern horror film has 
appeared in its most powerful form as the antithesis of the 
generic conventions of the past. 33 Michael Myers, human in 
32 For this Robin Wood points to The Omen which '' is about 
the end of the world but the world the film envisages as 
ending is very particularly defined within it: the bourgeois 
capitalist patriarchal Establishment .• normality'' (Hollywood 
88). Compare this to the rallying cries of the 1960s counter-
culture movements. 
33 This is possibly related to Charles Derry's "horror 
of the Personality" (17-47) whiqh describes the focus of one 
part of horror ci,nema on an insane character--Psycho, Whatever 
Happened to Baby Jane (1962), and Peeping Tom (1960) being 
some primary early examples. Derry's book, despite its 
publication in the mid-1970s is now very dated,· since it is 
no longer a question· that someone in a horror film is insane 
or homicidal, but who that character is and what role he plays 
(for the purposes of this study) in the monomyth. A more 
useful category for discussing central characters in modern 
horror films would seem to be ''Horror of Identity.'' 
65 
form but monstrous34 in his lack of any outward signs of 
emotion, is a hero of the new age in horror films. It is 
Michael who has the most clearly defined quest in the film; 
he must seek out and kill promiscuous sister images. or 
perhaps his quest is not so simply defined. Michael as the 
hero is no just the ''instrument of ·puritan vengeance and 
repression" (Hollywood 194). Indeed, Michael attacks not 
I 
only the sexually promiscuous teenagers of Haddonfield, but 
also the virginal Laurie, illustrating that he is not simply 
a sadistic proponent of chastity. He is aiming his assaults 
at a larger target, his ''ultimate boon'' (which will be 
revealed in Chapter Five: The Boon of Dissolution, Death, 
and Rebirth). 
Michael's "call to adventure'' comes at the beginning of 
the film, when as a young boy he dons the dehumanizing mask 
of a Halloween costume and brutally murders his real sister. 
The time he spends in the state asylum, nine years, can be 
interpreted as a temporary "refusal of the call'' to 
adventure. The question of "supernatural assistance'' is 
raised in relation the 1question of how Michael learned how 
to drive a car. Perhaps he is possessed by demons, as is 
suggested by the doctor, or perhaps someone, maybe the 
34 As was stated earlier, the term "monster'' will be 
applied generally (unlike in Noel Carroll's The Philosophy of 
Horror) to include any,- threat to ''normal'' society. This 
definitions gives sufficient latitude to include Godzilla, 
the blob, Dracula, and homicidal maniacs suph as Norman Bates 
and Michael Myers all under the categorical heading of 
monsters. 
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doctor himself, taught him how to drive. In either case, 
assistance is afforded to Michael. He crosses "the- first 
threshold'' by escaping from the mental hospital and 
returning to the "belly of the whale, 11 which is Haddonfield 
itself. This places the small-town Ameri·cin reality 
represented by Haddonfield in a hellish light, a topic that 
will be discussed in the Chapter Four: Borror in the Rome. 
Michael's ''road of trials'' contains several tests of 
his loyalty to his quest. He must constantly elude capture 
by pursuing police and Doctor Loomis. He murders several of 
Laurie's friends, as if to test his ability to carry out 
what appears to be the ultimate goal of his quest. These 
murders occur in close chronological proximity to the 
intended or actual performance of sexual acts, adding the 
' 
undeniable quality of the ''woman as temptress'' to the\ film. 
His ''meeting with a goddess'' occurs when he sees the 
virginal Laurie speaking with a small boy--paralleling 
Michael as a young boy with his older sister. 
As mentioned above, Michael's doctor is his father 
figure (his actual parents having been dismissed from the 
' 
film early on). "Atonement with the father'' occurs during 
the confrontation between Michael and the doctor at the end 
of the film. The doctor attempts to kill Michael, but 
fails, and thereby brings about Michael• s ''apotheosis''--his 
qattainment of the highest state of perfection. Michael's 
''perfection,'' as described by the doctor is a state of ''pure 
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evil,'' which places Michael well beyond the control of the 
doctor's (or society's) domination. Michael, the son, has 
the ultimate victory over his ''father'' because ''the hero is 
a superior man, a born king'' (Hero 173). 
Identified with a child's personification of pure evil, 
""' the ''bogeyman, '' Michael is freed from human frail ties and is 
able to claim the ''ultimate boon'' to complete his quest. 
But, if Laurie's death is what Michael finally seeks, as 
would seem apparent, then he fails to complete his quest. 
While failure does not fall outside of the realm of 
possibilities for a monomythic hero's quest, Michael does 
not suffer the usual penalty reserved for such short-
comings--death. The nature of the ''ultimate boon'' for which 
Michael strives goes far beyond what Robin Wood sees as a 
psychoanalytical "compulsion to reenact the childhood crime" 
(Hollywood 194) . 35 
Whether or not Michael has a ''refusal of return'' from 
the underworld of Haddonfield depends upon how one views the 
existence of the several critically disappointing sequels. 
If one takes the sequels Halloween II (1981), Halloween IV 
(1988) and v (19.89) 36 (at the time of this writing) into 
account, there is a· "refusal of return" in that Michael 
remains in Haddonfield in a continued homicidal search for 
35 As will be shown in Chapter Five: The Boon of 
Dissolution, Death, and Rebirth. 
36 Halloween III: The Season of the Witch ( 1982) does 
not deal with Michael Myers. 
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Laurie, and later, her daughter. For the purposes of this 
st-udy, though, I will focus upon Halloween as a self-
contained test. Michael's escape at the close of the film 
·Can be seen as his ••magic flight'' from the ''belly of the 
whale.'' Because of Michael's heroic superiority, Doctor 
Loomis's bullets do not kill him, and he eludes capture. If 
his escape is the result of some supernatural force (perhaps 
the same that taught him to drive a car), then his escape is 
truly a ''rescue from without.'' Whatever the cause, though, 
Michael has shown his superiority over his own world, that 
of the mental hospital, because of the failure of the doctor 
to ''cure'' him and restore him to normality. Michael is also 
triumphant over the ''underworld" of Haddonfield, where every 
attempt to control him, either by capture or destruction, 
ends in failure. Thus he proves himself ''master of the two 
worlds" to which he has access, which assures Michael's 
''freed om to 1 i ve . " 
In so many particulars Michael Myers is a model of the 
new hero of modern horror films. 37 Others like him can be 
found in the crowded sub-genre of the "slasher'' films--Jason 
in the Friday the 13th movies and Freddy Krueger in A 
Nightmare on Elm Street. But the new heroes are not 
restricted to these films alone; they pervade modern horror 
cinema: Damien in The Omen, Leatherface and his family in 
37 While Norman Bates of Psycho is, of course, a 
prominent prototype of the new hero, by his capture at the 
close of the film he proves to be at best a mediocre one.· 
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The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, the Cenobites of Hellraiser, 
the multitudinous zombies of Dawn of the Dead and Day of the 
Dead (1985), as well as the undead in The Fog and the mutant 
babies of It's-Alive (1974). 
There remains the possibility that the monster as hero 
is not a revolutionary concept as it first might appear. 
While there are always exceptions to general trends, many 
monsters of classic horror films seem to possess certain 
.. 
characteristics of the monomythic hero. Dracula, 
Frankenstein's monster, and the Mummy to name a few reveal 
"heroic'' qualities even when juxtaposed with the actual hero 
figures of their respective films. But, while both Jonathan 
Harker and Dracula make quest-like journeys, for example, it 
is the proponent of normality, Jonathan, who is victorious 
in the end. So while Dracula and other monsters may possess 
some heroic characteristics, they are not ultimately true 
monomythic heroes because of their failure to achieve their 
ends. 38 Michael Myers, on the other hand, succeeds in 
gaining his heroic "boon," as will be revealed. 
38 Consider the fate of the monster in the 1979 remake 
of Dracula in which the monster survives and the heroic 
proponent of normality (Van Helsing) dies in failure. In this 
version, Dracula is the more attractive male character to the 
female protagonist, Mina, and not her stolid Jonathan. 
Normality is no longer a source of heroic fortitude. 
Likewise, Herzog•s remake of Nosferatu (1979) has the 
traditional hero, Harker, taking the place of the Nosferatu, 
Dracula, at the end of the film. Hero becomes monster. A 
comparison in both cases between the remake and the original 
film version clarifies the changes in the monomythic hero that 
have come about in the modern horror film. 
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Chapter Four: 
Horror in the Rome 
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Chapter Pour: 
. ~ Borror 1n the Rome 
As has been stated earlier, the hero of the monomyth is 
required to cross the first threshold and then make a 
journey into the ''belly of the whale'' (Hero 90); that is, a 
voyage into the underworld. The generic conventions, for the 
monomythic underworld dictate a descent into "the belly of 
\ the whale" (90) in which a symbolic death of the hero must 
occur; death in order that the hero may be reborn in a 
''life-renewing act" (92) so that death no longer need be 
feared. This descent into hell or a hellish place--like the 
journey of Beowulf into the lair of Grendel and his mother, 
Lot's visit to Sodom, and Theseus' threading of the 
Labyrinth of the Minotaur--is an integral part of the horror 
genre. 
Jonathan Harker, hero-figure, travels into the wilds of 
Transylvania to the very castle of Dracula in Nosferatu. 
His counterpart in Dracula, John Harker, along with Dr. Van 
Helsing, pursues the vampire into the dank and bewildering 
sub-cellars beneath Carfax Abbey, home of the vampire. 
Francis, in his delusions, ventures into the insane a.sylum 
to find his friend's murderer and his love's abductor in The 
Cabinet of Dr. Caligari. Raoul and Ledoux journey beneath 
the opera house throug~ labyrinthine rooms in search of Erik 
who has kidr1apped the beautiful Christine in Phantom of the 
Opera (1925). Henry Frankenstein leaves the comforts of his 
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home to work in an abandoned gothic windmill in Frankenstein 
,• 
and in an equally marginal gothic castle/laboratory setting 
in Bride of Frankenstein. 
. 
. . 
For The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923) the monomythic. 
hero, Phoebus, must infiltrate the poverty-stricken slums of 
1482 Paris in order to be reunited with his beloved 
E$·~erelda who has sought sanctuary in the cathedral of Notre 
Dame. For Phoebus, a favored member of the aristocracy, the 
trip to the cathedral is a symbolic descent into the "belly 
of the whale,'' here represented by the crowded tenements of 
the poor. Like Lot of the Old Testament who ventures into 
corrupt Sodom to warn of the impending destruction of the 
city by the hand of Jehovah, Phoebus rides into the slums of 
Paris in the climactic scenes of the film to save Esmerelda 
from rioting crowds of the poor. 39 
The descent of the hero is not always a physical 
journey, though. In Cat People the husband "descends" by 
39 Note the mother imagery presented in The Hunchback--
the arch-bishop refers to Notre Dame as ''mother church'' when 
he gives sanctuary to Esmerelda. Mother is a symbol of 
security in the monomyth, promising that the ''the bliss that 
once was known will be known again [because of] the 
comforting, the nourishing, the 'good' mother"· (Hero 111). 
Compare this to Alien where the starship's main computer is 
addressed as "mother, " yet in the crew's time of need, ''she'' 
lets them down. This is representative of the ''bad mother ... 
absent • . • hampering" the protagonists. While in the 
traditional generic conventions the ''good mother'' was by far 
the dominant portrayal of monomythic motherhood, in the modern 
horror film the ''bad mother'' is by far more prominent. 
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becoming embroiled in his wife's mysterious foreign past. 40 
The belly of the whale is not a place here but a psychic 
state. As more is revealed of the curse under which the 
wife believes she lives, the husband is transported more 
completely into ''the belly of the whale.'' There is no 
physical journey for the hero, but instead a mental one in 
which the husband is drawn into the nightmarish underworld 
of his wife's childhood fears. 41 
The hero of Dreyer's Vampyr (1932), David Gray, 
ventures into the "dreamlike and vague" (Clarens 106) 
village of Courtenpierre where he is witness to many 
inexplicable events (shadows moving by themselves, a 
witches' Sabbath, and seeming ''demonic possession" (108) of 
a young woman who has been attacked by a vampire). The 
manner in which Vampyr was filmed with fuzzy and blurred 
photography, a minimum of dialogue, as well as an almost 
non-existent narrative line create a nightmarish effect that 
40 In Cat People part of the threat to ''normal'' society 
is the possibility of the creation of a family of monsters. 
If the male hero actually consummates his marriage with his 
bride, their offspring may prove to be an even greater threat 
to society than their mother is, alone. This possible 
''mating'' of monster and hero is examined in greater length· in 
Chapter Three: The Other-Figure as Hero. 
41 The 1982 remake of Cat People places the movie in New 
Orleans. This is notable because of the reputation of N.ew 
Orleans for an underground steeped in the occult. But. these 
are not unfamiliar grounds for the male protagonist of the 
film, for this is his home. Therefore, what would have been 
traditionally a setting of at least "some supernatural 
abnormality is now the home of normal society. The abnormal 
has become normal. 
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' is maintained throughout the film. There is the 
possibility, then, that not only is there a physical journey 
into the ''belly of the whale'' when Gray travels to the 
village, but also a mental or spiritua-1 • into Journey an 
(l 
-" 
underworld ''under the surface of realism'' (107) into the 
subconsciousness; perhaps the entire film is Gray's dream. 42 
Haunted houses or castles, dimly lit laboratories, 
mist-covered swamps, foreign cities or towns filled with 
superstitious citizens--whether the journey be physical, 
spiritual or mental--these are a few of the conventional 
generic underworlds through which the hero must travel on 
his _,monomythic quest in the traditional horror film. The 
''belly of the whale" has, in the past, been typified in 
horror movies as an aberration. It was a clearly defined 
sit of abnormality lying outside of the bounds of ''normal" 
society; far enough away that it remained unnoticed, until 
it drew too close to be ignored. As such, these portrayals 
of the underworld are fit lairs for the monsters that 
populated horror movies until recently. As a representative 
42 Even in a film so loosely tied to narrative as is 
Vampyr, generic conventions regarding t,he monomyth are present 
in their traditional form. Note, though, that the monster of 
the film is female, creating some homoerotic tension in that 
her victim is a young woman. Homosexuality, conventionally, 
is a threat to ''normal'' society in that it undermines the 
traditional family unit. Dracula's Daughter (1936), another 
film touching upon such themes, is be-fore its tim~ in its non-
conventional treatment of homoerotici ty. The audience is 
drawn to sympathize with the female vampire in this film, 
despite her non-traditional sexual drives. 
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of the abnormal, the monster should reside in a suitably 
abnormal environment. 
The transitional period of the 1950s 9've rise to films 
that reflected the traditional conventions of the genre 
concerning underworld settings, but some films also laid a 
clear groundwork for what was to come in modern horror films 
in terms of a new location for the ''belly of the whale. '' 
Them takes the hero first into the bizarre, labyrinthine 
giant ant hills in the middle of a nuclear test site in a 
desert far from ''normal" society. An actual descent occurs 
when the hero is lowered into the ant hill, and proceeds 
further down in a search for the queen ant's egg chamber. A 
more traditional, literal, underworld is difficult to 
. imagine. One point of difference is notable, though: once 
the hero reaches the ''belly of the whale'' the monster is not 
there! Several queen ants escape the fiery destruction of 
their colony, rendering the hero's descent into hell not 
fully successful. 
The latter half of the film involves a second descent 
into an underworld that is disturbingly close to home. The 
hero traces the one surviving queen ant to the drainage 
system beneath Los Angeles. While there is an aura of 
labyrinthine mystery and abnormality among the darkened 
tunnels of the drainage system, this underworld differs from 
that of the ant hill because of the concrete walls, floors 
and ceilings that make up the system. It is all man-made, 
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and not-at the hands of some mad scientist and his 
assistants, but by people of ''normal society.'' Thus, the 
- . 
security that was formerly drawn from the familiar, norntal, 
surroundings of home and hearth is rendered problematic. 
Beneath the streets in Them lies a new, modern underworld, 
in disturbingly close proximity to ''normal'' society. The 
abnor111ality of this underwqrld exists not despite ''normal" 
society, but as a result of it. 
Other radioactive monster movies such as The Beast from 
20,000 Fathoms (1953) continued the process of relocating 
the horror film's "belly of the whale." During the first 
half of this film, the monster, a dinosaur revived by an 
atomic blast in the arctic, is tracked as it wreaks havoc 
off of the Atlantic coast of Canada and then the United 
States. There is a failed attempt by a scientist in a 
bathysphere to penetrate the undersea world inhabited by the 
dinosaur, which ends in the disappearance of the scientist. 
But the traditional male hero-figure of the film never 
attempts to journey through the labyrinth under the sea; 
there is no physical ·journey of the hero43 into the 
monster's domain--the "belly of the whale''--a place beyond 
''normal" experience. Instead, the dinosaur eventually runs 
43 The failure of the hero to descend into the monster's 
lair can also be viewed as an undercutting of the traditional 
male hero, discussed in Chapter Three: The Other-Figure as 
Bero, in presence in this film. He does not complete the 
quest that is outlined for him in the monomyth and is thereby 
diminished in his heroic role. 
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rampant through New ·York City bringing with it a virus44 
which magnifies the monster's destructive capabilities • 
. ' 
In this film, the ''belly- of th~ whale11 · is in part 
transfer~ed from a place beyond the bounds of normality into 
the very heart of ''nor~al '' American society. Times Square, 
Wall street and eventually Coney Island become passages of 
the labyrinth through which the hero must pursue the 
monster. So, in this and other transitional films, the 
location of the monstrous underworld of the monomyth 
continues to move closer to the home of normality. Or, 
perhaps, a more disturbing reverse process is being enacted-
" 
-the descent of "normal" society to the level of the 
underworld. 45 
In the past thirty years, the ''belly of the whale'' has 
continued to undergo a process of relocation in horror 
films. In Psycho, while it is true that Norman Bates 
resides in what can only be called a truly gothic haunted 
house, the shower scene murder takes place in the rather 
44 This is reminiscent of Murnau's Nosferatu in which 
Dracula's arrival in Bremen (which replaces the setting of 
London from Bram Stoker's novel) apparently coincides with 
outbreaks of a plague. 
45 Godz'illa, King of the Monsters (1956) in its original 
Japanese-language version (entitled Gojira) represents the 
movement of ''the belly of the whale'' to ''normal'' society 
outside of an American setting. Tokyo and scattered locations 
around Japan become the labyrinth of the monster during its 
attack, but the monster is ''destroyed'' while in the ocean. 
In the many sequels that fo·11owed this film, Godzilla 
undergoes a metamorphosis from destroyer to defender of Japan; 
in other words, the monster becomes a hero as is discussed in 
Chapter Three. 
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less conventionally horrifying surroundings.of a cheap hotel 
bathroom. Rosemary's Baby has none of the trappings of a 
Transylvanian castle, or whatever typically represents·a 
vision of hell !n a traditional horror film, as the action 
occurs almost entirely in a mundane middle-class New York 
tenement. Although The Exorcist opens in exotic and 
mysterious (for Western audiences) Iraq, the majority of the 
film, including its most graphically horrific moments., occur 
almost exclusively in a brownstone in Georgetown, and in 
particular in the bedroom of a little girl. 
Horror, no longer relegated to mystic underworlds, 
distant countries, barren wastelands, or deserted castles, 
has come home between the 1960s and the 1990s. In Last 
House on the Left the final atrocities of the film occur not 
in the escaped prisoners' hotel room in a "bad'' part of 
town, but in and around the Colingwood family home--an area 
introduced near the beginning of the film as a seemingly 
idyllic suburban woodland. The film's monsters, the 
• 
prisoners who rape and murder young Mary Colingwood and her 
friend Phyllis Stone, do not commit the final acts of 
graphic violence of the film. 
C 
perpetrated by Mary's parents, 
Instead, these acts are 
\ 
\ 
with the escaped prisoners 
the victims of the parents bloodthirsty and merciless 
vigilante assaults. This seeming exchange of roles (monster 
for protagonist), culminating with the arrival of the 
completely inept police to act as witnesses as Mr. 
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colingwood kills the final prisoner, serves. to call into 
question the notion of the nuclear family unit as the 
cornerstone of Western ''normal'' society. This undercutting 
is certainly related to the "tensions within the modern 
nuclear family" that Robin Wood states is the result of a 
cultural realization- of the ''monstrousness'' of the family 
(104). The family itself, in Last House on the Left and 
other modern horror films, has become the seat of 
abnozmality, a modern ''belly of the whale!'' 
Along these lines, in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre the 
viewer is confronted by two houses: the first one "imposing, 
now totally decayed," then one "modest, [and] outwardly 
spruce" (Hollywood 90). The house which would traditionally 
be considered representative of the underworld--the first ~ 
house, the perfect image of a haunted ruin--proves to be 
empty of any malevolent forces. It is, however, symbolic of 
the relationships between the film's would-be heroes: empty 
and crumbling. The second house, on the other hand, is 
revealed to be not a peaceful dwelling place, but an 
''inwardly macabre villa" that houses a cannibalistic family 
(90); it is the underworld home of the film's monsters. But 
it is represented as the home of a nuclear family even if it 
is decorated with the bones and dried flesh of many human 
victims. 
This relocation of the underworld within the family 
unit and their home in contemporary horror cinema has, 
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perhaps, ·increased the intensity of horror films, because of 
a resulting loss of security. The family- home, in West·ern 
culture, has always represented security for both the hero 
· and the sympathetic viewer. It is, traditionally, where the 
hero returns, either victorious or in defeat, from a 
monomythic quest into the underworld (Hero 217). As such, 
the family and home is the embodiment of certainty and 
safety, the sac~ed bastion of ''normal'' society. The 
security of home and family has always represented the last 
haven to which one could escape from the horrors of the 
abnormal. 
Or, at least, it was. In modern horror cinema the 
protagonists, the proponents ~f normality, have nowhere to 
run. In Night of the Living Dead the family (father, mother 
and daughter) who lock themselves in the cellar of a house 
besieged by flesh-eating zombies perish because of their 
belief in the strength of "normal" society. They believe 
that together, as a nuclear family, they will survive the 
onslaught of abnormality. But the daughter, having been 
bitten and infected by a zombie, rises against her own 
parents in a cannibalistic rampage. This action, the 
literal consumption of the parents/older generation by the 
children/younger generation, signals an end of the generic 
conventions of security residing in "normal" family-based 
society. However, as with the phoenix legendsr a new set of 
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· conventions for the monomyth in horror films rises from the 
. destniction of the old in the modern i:1horror cinema. 
As with the rallying cry of the counter-culture in the 
1960s, ''Don •t trust anyone over thirty,'' the family unit has 
become inextricab·ly divided by generational lines in the 
modern horror films. In Cohen's It's Alive the parents of a 
mutant baby are horrified by what they created. The mutant 
child, the result of a "normal'' family, is unquestionably 
abnormal, an affront and a threat to society. But, as the 
film progresses, the child becomes increasingly accepted by 
the family--the abnormal is absorbed into ''normal'' society. 
This acceptance remains incomplete, though, for the baby is 
destroyed at the close of the film, signalling the failure 
of the traditional nuclear family and ''normal" society to 
adapt to changes and the challenges of difference/otherness. 
In The Omen the division of family is developed 
further. The introduction of the satanic child, Damien, 
into the traditional structure of the Thorn family leads to 
dissolution of "normal" society. 46 Even though the father 
knows that Damien is not his baby, the Thorn's accept the 
child as their own. Although such a gesture apparently 
could have lead to a successful integration of the monster 
~
6 Note also that the Thorn's have failed several times 
to have children of their own, perhaps signalling the 
sterility of the "normal" society that they represent. The 
only recourse for "normal'' society to continue, then, is to 
adopt onto itself outside elements, which in this film lead 
to the destruction of that society. 
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. into ''normal" ,society as in It's Alive., here the destruction 
of the society is assured. The mother ~s injured by Damien 
and then killed by one of the child's Satanic followers. 
The father, realizing the mistake he has made in trying to. 
raise the child as his own, attempts to kill the child, and 
remove the threat from society. But, even as he raises a 
dagger over the child's breast on the steps of a church--
another symbol of institutional normality--he is killed by 
the police. The defenders of law and order, ironically, 
destroy one who was attempting to eradicate an affront to 
law and order. 
In the end, the nuclear family in The Omen and other 
modern horror films is crushed by the "normal'' society of 
which it is an integral part. With this step, it is clear 
that the ''belly of the whale'' has become a ''dimension of the 
world we know'' (Hero 217) • In other. words, "normal'' society 
and the "belly of the whale" coexist in the same place in 
modern horror films. Dawn of the Dead and Invasion of the 
Body Snatchers (1978) both reveal the extent of the 
coexistence of the monomythic underworld and the ''normal" 
world. In Dawn, many scenes take place in a shopping mall 
that is now inhabited by the apparently mindless zombies. 
The human protagonists realize that the zombies act in a 
manner that reflects everyday human behavior; they roam the 
shopping mall because it was their gathering place when they 
were alive. Although in a new form, the zombies continue to 
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act as their former selves did. Zombies ride on the 
escalator. Zombies pick up merchandise from various stores. 
And, acting as perfect capitalists, the zombies consume 
(literally) any human goods with which they come- into 
contact. The monsters have completely replaced the humans 
in ''normal'' society. 47 
• 
The scenario of Invasion is much the same as aliens act 
'. --~ 
out the lives that the humans they have replaced once led. 
At the close of the film, the male protagonist, an employee 
of the Bureau of Health, wanders to his office in his 
business suit, changes into the lab smock that he wears at 
work, and basically acts in the manner that he did at the 
beginning of the film--except that he is now coldly inhuman, 
having been replaced by an alien. The audience, though, 
does not realize that he is an alien until he is accosted by 
a human who has until that moment escaped replacement. 
Thus, the aliens have successfully replaced humans in every 
way, even to aping their public ''performance" styles. 
''Normal'' society has become the haven of monsters who are 
47 An argument could be made that this replacement of 
''normal'' humans by monsters in many examples of the modern 
horror movie was foreshadowed by Browning's Freaks, discussed 
briefly in Chapter Three. The difference between Freaks and 
a more contemporary film like Dawn of the Dead lies in the 
monstrous replacements for "norntal '' society. In Freaks, 
despite their physical abnormalities, the freaks prove to be 
better representatives of "normal" society than do the more 
physically normal Cleopatra and her boyfriend. In Dawn, 
· though, the zombies are not more "normal'' than are the human 
protagonists of the film; they are merely· more successful as 
organisms and by-sheer strength of numbers are able to usurp 
humanity's position on Earth. 
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able to look and act like humans, creating a hell on earth 
that traditional her6es would be hard-pressed to 
successfully maneuver through. 
Nowhere is .the relationship between the monomythic 
''belly of the whale'' and ''normal'' society in modern horror 
film narratives more clearly delineated than in Poltergeist, 
which Robin Wood mistakenly calls Tobe Hooper's "worst film" 
because he sees it as a ''cleansing job" for the family unit 
(Hollywood 180-81) • But the ''suburban bourgeois'' family is 
not exonerated of all guilt in this film (182) as he claims; 
it is instead brought to realize exactly what horrors have 
been wrought in "normal'' society by nuclear family uni ts 
like itself. Wood appea-rs to overlook the transformation of 
the family made in the film when the protagonists are forced 
to abandon their home, the most explicit symbol of their 
"suburban bourgeois" state. The film's final judgement is 
not for the family as the "best of all possible worlds'' 
(182), but for the family as a potentially self-annihilating 
endangered species. 
The film opens on what appears to be a happy family 
situation in a suburban housing development--a 1970s and 
1980s representation of "normal'' society in post-World War 
II America. The Freeling family is comprised of the 
parents, Steve and Diane, a teenaged daughter, a younger 
boy, four year old Carol-Anne, and a dog. Steve works for 
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the real estate developer48 who built the ·1ot upon which the 
Freeling house stands, and Diane is a housewife. But, this 
. 
idyllic picture is soon disturbed by an apparent ''call· to 
action'' when Carol-Anne responds to the voice she hears 
coming from the television, a voice which only the dog also 
appears to be aware of. 49 
This contact is labelled an ''apparent'' call because of 
uncertainty as to the true hero-figure of Poltergeist. If 
this is the "call to action,'' then it is Carol-Anne who 
answers the call, and she takes the role of monomythic hero. 
Her father, the film's male protagonist, is then excluded 
' 
from a traditional hero-figure role, as is the mother. If 
this is the case, the ''refusal of the call'' comes when 
Carol-Anne attempts to refuse a demand of the voice from the 
television to which the audience is also not privy. The 
''supernatural aid" for Carol-Anne is present in one form or 
48 Compare Steve Freeling's employment to that of 
Jonathan Harker in the novel Dracula and Murnau•s Nosferatu. 
The similarity (they are all· real estate agents) magnifies the 
differences in the monomythic roles played by Freeling and 
Harker in his various incarnations. While Harker takes an 
active role in destroying the monster that threatens society, 
Freeling often takes a secondary role to that played by his 
wife in the recovery of their daughter. (See Chapter Three: 
The Other-Figure as Hero.) 
49 It is of interest that Carol-Anne is only.four years 
old, for perhaps at this age she has not yet achieved a 
sufficient degree of socialization to block out contact with 
the.supernatural world--a trait she shares only with the dog. 
Perhaps because of her social '' inexperience'' she is able to 
warn the rest of the family of the presence of the monstrous 
spirits that threaten to destroy them. So, if heeded her 
"inexperience'' mjght be said to save the family. 
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another throughout the film. For example, Carol-Anne's 
''crossing [of] the first threshold'' is affected by a 
''supernatural aid'' as she is literally pulled into an 
''other-worldly dimension gate'' that is in her closet. Here 
then, the other dimension/''belly of the whale'' coincides 
with the physical space occupied by the Freeling home. 
Of Carol-Anne's "road of trials'' little is revealed 
other than that she is the target of much interest by 
restless .spirits that roam the ''belly of the world'' because 
of her life-force, and that one of these spirits has a 
definitely malevolent purpose. 5° Carol-Anne is held by 
these spirits and is unable to cross back into the natural 
world: "the refusal of return. '' Her ''meeting with a 
goddess'' is actually the reunion of mother and daughter when 
Carol-Anne's mother passes over the threshold into the other 
world in order to rescue her daughter. "Atonement with the 
father," when the daughter and her father are reunited, 
follows the ''rescue from without'' by Carol-Anne's mother and 
their ''magical flight'' together across ''the return 
threshold" into the natural world. 
The question arises, though, as to what ''apotheosis'' 
took place for Carol-Anne, what ''ultimate boon'' she brought 
50 But this information, as it is attained by the midget 
clairvoyant, must be held suspect because other information 
she obtains in this way later in the film proves false. When 
the clairvoyant declares "this house is clean" she is very 
mistaken as is revealed by the near-apocalyptic climax in 
which the house is destroyed. 
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back with her and whether she is truly a ''master of two 
worlds'' upon her return. Carol-Anne's. adventures alone do 
not appear to cover a majority of the monomythic narrative 
structures. Who, then, is the hero? In a similar manner to ,, 
the Achaians of Homer's Illiad as a group hero, Poltergeist 
is addressing the nuclear family as a unit. Perhaps the 
hero figure of this film may more accurately be seen as the 
entire nuclear family·and not just Carol-Anne. 
''Apotheosis," then, is the reunion of the family. The 
"ultimate boon" is the knowledge that their house is built 
upon cursed ground, a graveyard from which the bodies were 
never removed, and that escape from their home51 , that is, 
from the "normal'' society that built the suburban way of 
life, is all they can hope for. They must reject the 
lifes.tyle of the middle-class American family for the 
monomythic underworld/hell that is has become, and thereby 
gain the "freedom to live." 
But, in this case of the nuclear family unit as hero, 
there is most clearly no mastery of ''two worlds, " for the 
Freelings are not only unable {not to mention unwilling) to 
pass into the "belly of the whale," but they are cast out of 
the "normal'' society of which they were a part. They are 
51 The film adaptation of The Amityville Horror {1979) 
hearkens along similar lines: the family is forced from their 
home by supernatural powers. But this film differs from 
Poltergeist in that the house in Amityville is immediately 
suspect; the family has just moved in and the house has a dark 
history. In Poltergeist, though, the house appears normal, 
almost mundane, on first appearance. 
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ers of neither world. The possibility for the 
~ monomythically heroic stature of the family unit is, then, 
extremely limited since the narrative role played by the 
family is generally that of victims. As is evident fr~the 
discussion in Chapter Three: The Other-l'igure as Bero1)t e 
true hero of Poltergeist are the proponents of Gnorma ~·-· 
and the opponents o.f ''normal'' society, the monsters that 
inhabit the ''belly of the whale. '' 
It is the place of the family, whether as a part of 
''normal'' society or as a separate entity onto itself, that 
is a major concern of Poltergeist and much of horror cinema 
since the early 1960s. If society has become the "belly of 
the whale,'' can the family survive as a part of it? The 
answer given by Poltergeist, as is revealed by the final 
scenes of the film, is that the family must escape from 
''normal" society; the traditional family unit, if it is to 
survive, must exist outside of "normal'' society. The 
Freelings choose to escape, leaving behind all their worldly 
belongings (thereby demolishing Wood's claim of a victory 
for the bourgeois) and driving away from their suburban 
lifestyle. The ending of the film and the ultimate success 
of their endeavor is left open to conjecture (if, for the 
moment, the sequels to Poltergeist are ignored). The 
Freelings may have escaped the hell that "normal'' society 
has become. or, the owner of the hotel which they check 
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into·at the end of the film may harbor tendencies as 
psychotic as Norman Bates and the horror may not be over. 
In Poltergeist and many other modern horror films it is 
the spirit world, the monstrous inhabitants of the 
labyrinth, who cross a threshold into 11 normal 111 society on a 
monomythic quest. 52 The crossing is brought about by the 
conflation of the ''belly of the whale'' with ''normal'' 
society, much as the hero of the modern horror film is often 
a fusion of the traditional hero figure and the 
monster/other. The underworld of the modern horror film, in 
effect, joins with "normal" society to create a new place, a 
hell that one does not need to leave home to find. For 
example, when the father-figure Murray returns to his home 
in Rabid (1976), he finds that his wife has gruesomely 
. 
murdered their baby and is waiting to attack him. Rose, the 
film's female protagonist, harbors a desire only to return 
to home and be with her lover, Hart--desires that are 
entirely respectable in the conventional view of ''normal 11 
society. "I was beginning to think I'd never get home," she 
52 While in the original versions of Nosferatu, Dracula, 
Frankenstein, and many other films prior to the modern period 
there is a journey by the monster into ''normal'' society, the 
appearances in "normal" settings are often brie-f, and the 
monster return to places of horror (the vampire in Dracula 
runs to the catacombs _ under the deserted abbey which is 
reminiscent of his castle in Transylvania, and the monster in 
Frankenstein flees the village to hide in the gothic 
windmill) , or attempts to recreate the ''belly of the whale'' 
in ''normal" society ( in Nosferatu the vampire brings a plague 
to ravage Bremen)' without much success. It is clear in these. 
films that "normal'' society is not, and cannot, be their home. 
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tells a friend. But, Rose is the unknowing carrier of a 
plague, and has developed a vampire's thirst for blood after 
surgery in which she received an experimental skin graft. 
So when she returns.home, ·it is to find that the plague she 
carries has ravaged the population, and her own vampiric 
hunger threatens the lives of her friends. Home has become 
a place of horror. 
It is also the home that becomes hell in Last House on 
the Left when the murdered woman's parents take on the role 
of monsters and exact a brutal,revenge upon the escaped 
prisoners. It is the home of Larry and Julia that becomes 
hell when Larry's amoral brother, Frank, is brought back to 
life with a thirst for blood in Hellraiser. It is the 
Catholic church, the house of God, that becomes hell when a 
demonic presence lustfully tempts priests into sinful 
destruction in The Unholy (1988). It is the space 
freighter, Nostromo, home for the cryogenically sleeping 
crew, that·becomes hell when the alien killing organism runs 
loose in Alien. And in Halloween (detailed in,chapter 
Three: The Other-Pigure as Hero), the presence of Michael 
Myers transforms the small town of Haddonfield into the 
''belly of the whale.'' But is it Michael's presence alone 
that transforms peaceful Haddonfield, whose most pressing 
problems appear to be the sexual conduct of its youth,· into 
a hell, on earth? Is it the malevolent intrusion of spirits 
into the Freeling home, alone, that transforms suburbia into 
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a monomythic ''belly of the whale''? Answering these 
questions, in the next chapter, I will explore the "ultimate c 
boon'' which the new monster/hero seeks on her/his monomythic 
quest. 
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The Boon of Dissolution, Death, and Rebirth 
The climax of the monomythic quest comes with the 
winning of the ''ultimate boon•,• by the hero. The boon i·s 
., 
quite literally enlightenment, the result of the 
''apotheosis" of the hero; ''the illuminated voyager at last 
is able to lift his courageous eyes ••• to the one Eternal 
Light'' (Hero 181). At this moment the hero faces the 
guardians of the ''elixir of Imperishable Being'' (181), of 
which a taste will grant him immortality. But, as Campbell 
states, the immortality is not that of the physical body, 
but one of spiritual transcendence resulting from ''breaking 
through personal limitations" (190). Often physical 
sacrifice is called for to complete the boon, as in the 
betrayal and crucifixion of Christ, the torture of 
Prometheus, the death of Beowulf after his battle with the 
Dragon, or the annual ritual death of the Fisher-King. 
The boon as portrayed in the horror genre has 
'. 
traditionally taken the form of a return to social stability 
and security through the explusion of the monster and the 
re-establishment of a balance of normality. This harkens 
directly to the basic formula set down by Robin Wood for 
horror films: "normality is threatened by Monster'' 
(Hollywood 78). So, in the traditional horror film, 
normality, represented by the family or some other unit 
within ''normal society"/the ''chosen people'', is initially 
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attacked by a monster. The monster represents abnormality, 
all that is marginal to and has been excluded from ••normal'' 
society. One person53 , the hero, harkens forth from.the 
''cposen people'' to defend normality, a~d in the end defeats 
the monster .. and -thereby re-establishes the ''normal'' social -
balance. The ''ultimate'' boon is ''sinil>ly a symbol of life 
energy'' (Hero 189) for "normal'' society--the promise of 
continuance and the "freedom to live'' within the status quo. 
The monster, on the other hand, represents death of 
normality. 54 
''The horror film teaches ail acceptance of the natural 
order of things,'' comments Dillard (37). Just as the 
conventional monomythic:hero is more desirable not only to 
the female protagonists but also to the female monsters
55
, 
so the restoration of the ''normal" social balance is 
53 While the hero is usually one individual, this is not 
always the case. ''One person'' may also mean ''one unit," as 
in Homer's Illiad where the entire Achaian nation attacking 
Troy are the monomythic hero figure, and as in Poltergeist (as 
shown in Chapter Four: Horror in the Home) where the nuclear 
family-unit is possibly the hero figure. 
54 Death imagery surrounds the traditional monster, 
concretizing this association. Frankenstein's monster is 
composed of parts of dead bodies. Vampires are undead, 
creatures who live in a perpetual death-in-life state. 
Zombies are dead people reanimated. The mummy is a man (or 
woman) who has died but is magically qrought back to a 
semblance of life. While the examples of this relationship 
are too numerous to list here in their entirety, these few 
examples should clearly define the often literal 
correspond·ence between death and the monster. 
55 This was discussed in greater length in Chapter '!'brae: 
The Other-Figure as Hero. 
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desirable not only to the ''chosen people'' ~f that society, 
but also to the monster, itself. The monster does not seek 
to destroy society, but to become a part of it. As ''normal'' 
society is portrayed as an integral part of the natural 
order of the world in horror films. Everyone, and 
everything, in conventional horror films desires to be a 
part of ''normal ''/natural society, including those ''others'' 
who inhabit the marginal areas of this world. 
In Murnau•s Nosferatu and Browning's Dracula the 
vampire is destroyed at the close· of the film and the male 
protagonist/hero and his female counterpart are free to 
return to "normal" lives. Nosferatu, especially, makes a 
point about the place of "normal'' society within the world's 
natural order by its depiction of the vampire's destruction. 
He is slain by the dawning sun; nature takes an active role 
in the destruction of the balance-threatening monster. So, 
in destroying the monster, the hero and nature reaffirm a 
transcendent order, of which "normal'' society is presented 
as an integral component. 56 
In Dracula, Van Helsing destroys the monster, while 
Jonathan is left to find Mina so the two of them can wander 
off hand-in-hand to the sound of church bells. But, as 
56 Nature is also a potent force in the destruction of 
the monster of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1925). After Jekyll 
commits heinous sins as Mr. Hyde ''outraged nature takes her 
hideous revenge'' upon him by turning him into Mr. Hyde with 
no warning, contributing to his suicide and the end of his 
threat to ''normal 11 society. 
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mentioned above, the monster in Dracula is not set upon 
destroying society. Far from it, for his desire to join 
society in both Nosferatu and Dracu1a57 is signalled by his 
move from the remote, socially marginal, wilderness of 
Transylvania to Bremen or London, respectively. Not only 
does Nosferatu/Dracula physically transport himself to an 
, 
important urban center of ''normal'' society, but he e1nshrouds 
his own abnormal lifestyle in symbols of normality. 
Dracula's female victims do not remain dead, but instead 
become his ''brides'' in imitation of traditional marriages, 
which are, of course, the cornerstone of nuclear families in 
traditional Western culture. In his desire to gain the 
attentions of the female protagonist, whom the audience is 
to suppose is the most attractive representative of her 
gender in "normal" society, Dracula also imitates the male 
hero/protagonist's socially-sanctioned behavior (dresses in 
formal wear, goes to the opera, etc.). And, at least in 
57 In Nosferatu the vampire does prove to be more 
socially repugnant a creature than in Dracula, though, 
bringing, with him swarms of plague-bearing rats. This does 
not diminish the vampire' s desire to be a part of normal 
society, part of the chosen people, it merely accentuates his 
''unfitness'' to be in society. In later vampire films (like 
The Lost Boys (1987), The Fearless Vampire- Killers (1967), 
Daughters of Darkness (1971), and The Hunger), this desire to 
join ''normal'' society is notably absent, often because the 
vampires are already within the society/family units. In The 
Hunger, the vampire Miriam and her lovers apparently live a 
life bordering on ''normal" society, but do not actually become 
a part of it or show any desire to do so, while in The Lost 
Boys the vampires are members of a local teen~ge gang. 
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Dracula, the vampire is presented as a member of foreign 
nobility, giving him a respectable social position. 
In some respects the same holds true for the monster of 
. ' . 
Frankenstein and Bride of Frankenstein. The monster 
desperately seeks acceptance into ''normal'' society, which it 
perceives as superior to its owri marginal, abnormal, world. 
In the first film, the monster attempts to play with Maria, 
the little village girl, because in his own childlike mental 
state he desires the company of ''normal'' ~ children like 
Maria. But, because he is a monster, his attempts to play 
end in disaster; his childlike enthusiasm coupled with his 
preternatural strength result in Maria's death by drowning. 
Significantly, he is ignorant of natural laws, and throws 
Maria into the lake to see her float like the daisies they 
have been tossing in. With Bride, the monster tries to copy 
the actions of his "father," Henry Frankenstein, who has 
taken a bride, Elizabeth. The monster, therefore, desires a 
mate, his own bride to ease his loneliness. • Once again, 
though, because he is a monster and 1 not a true part of . 
' 
''normal'' society, his prospective bride, even though she is 
also a monster, is repulsed by the~very sight of him and 
refuses to participate in a marriage to him. 
In like manner, Erik of Phantom of the Opera seeks a 
bride. Erik wishes Christine to relinquish her lover, 
· Raoul, so that she will be only his. In a conversation with 
Christine, Erik cries out, ''I am human like other men--I 
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will not be cheated of my happiness! '' As with the other 
monsters of horror films before the modern era, 58 
participation in ••normal'' society--here through the 
insti.tution of marriage--is the path to Erik's happiness. 
But his ''accursed ugliness,'' his monstrousness, precludes 
his finding happiness as a part of the ''chosen people.'' 
''Normal'' society rejects Erik and exacts its punishment upon 
' 
him for intrusion upon ,normality when a rampaging mob chases 
and captures him, finally casting him into a river where he 
drowns. Raoul and Christine are reunited, and the balance 
of normality is restored. 
The prevalency of the monster seeking a place in 
''normal'' society is undeniable in traditional horror films. 
Larry Talbot in The Wolfman (1941) wants nothing more than 
to return to his normal life. In King Kong the giant apes 
tries to take Ann Darrow, a member of human society, as his 
mate. Irene longs for a normal marital/sexual relationship 
58 The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari contains· this same 
monomythic theme, although in a way which is not immediately 
apparent. Francis, the "hero'' of the movie, desires to 
recover Jane, his romantic interest, from the clutches of the 
evil Caligari. But, as is revealed during the course of the 
movie, it is Francis who is in fact a marginal character--ian 
inmate of an insane asylum. Also, Francis tells·a fellow 
inmate of the asylum that Jane is his fiancee. She denies 
this, calling herself ''The Queen of France'' and denouncing 
Francis as a commoner. Monomythically, Francis is not a fit 
hero to join with the ''Queen Goddess of the World'' (Hero 109). 
Francis, therefore, is the film's true monster, and his 
delusions of rescuing Jane can1 be viewed in the same light as 
the pursuit of female protagonists by Dracula, Frankenstein's 
monster, and Erik, the phantom of the opera. Francis hopes 
to join ''normal'' society through a romantic relationship with 
Jane in imitation of ''normal'' marriages • 
• 
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with Oliver,·· her husb~nd, in Cat People. But, because of 
.-.,· 
their abnormal natures, they are all refused acceptance. 
Their very existence upsets the riozmality in the society 
that they seek to join. The only acceptable solution is the 
removal of the monsters from the vicinity of ''normal'' 
society, which usually involves the monster's destruction. 
This is the part of the boon that is gained by the 
monomythic heroes of these films. 
The transitional films of the 1950s, although featuring 
basically the same traditional male hero as earlier films, 
bring into question the traditional heroes ability to win 
the "ultimate boon'' with the return of social stability, for 
their attempts are not always completely successful. Them 
ends with the destruction of the giant ants, but also with a 
warning that other such creatures may exist throughout the 
world, and that the supremacy of humanity on Earth may soon 
be ended. The closing scene of Invasion of the Body 
Snatchers has a similar ambivalent message. The hero has 
escaped the clutches of the alien-duplicated townspeople 
I 
but, the invasion is by no means over as truckloads of pods 
, 
are shown being transported to other towns. 59 The Thing 
59 Invasion had a "safe happy ending added on when it was 
released" in which the hero convinces a doctor of the truth 
of the invasion, and he calls to alert government officials. 
In the original ending a crowd of the pod people chase the 
hero to a highway where he yells in warning at those driving 
past, seemingly to little effect. (Weldon 368). The original 
ending places the film closer to the monomythic form of the 
modern horror film, yet both endings are subversive of the 
traditional generic conventions because there is no closure. 
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(1951) ends with the ominous words, ''Watch the skies,'' as a 
warning of the possible arrival of further interstellar 
invaders. -·The climax of Night of the .Demon in which 
Karswell is destroyed by a fiery demon, brings a sound end 
to his villainy, but the audience is left with the 
impression that the powers of evil that Karswell drew upon 
were never actually under his control. The demon may still 
be waiting in some darkened woods, waiting for another time 
to sweep down upon humanity. 
On the brink of the modern era of the horror genre in 
cinema, Village of the Damned (1960) presents aliens 
descending upon a village and impregnating all the women 
''capable of fecundity" (Clarens 135) • 60 While all of the 
resulting alien-human hybrid children are eventually 
destroyed before they can realize the full extent of their 
super-human powers and take .over the Earth, nothing further 
is ~entioned about the impregnating alien visitors; the 
possibility remains open that they may return and father 
more monstrous children. In each of these examples, and 
The threat is not over, even if as in the ''happy ending" the 
authorities have been alerted. 
60 In Vill·age, as compared to later films focusing on the 
''hom~ as hell" (discussed in Chapter Four), the protagonist 
husband and wife do survive, while in Rosemary's Baby husband 
and wife are estranged, in The Exorcist the father is absent 
the entire picture, and in The Omen the husband and wife are 
both killed and the monstrous child is the only survivor. So, 
while Village is clearly the predecessor of the ''monstrous 
family" (Hollywood 104-5) in modern horror films it adheres 
to the traditional generic conventions more so than any of the 
modern films do, placing it in the transitional period. 
' 
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many others of the transitional period, no closure is 
allowed to the monstrous threats to ''normal'' society. There 
is no chanceJof a complete return to normality, so the hero 
has, in effect, failed 1 to gain the conventional boon which 
he sought. 
If the hero cannot completely succeed in his monomythic 
quest there is no "transcendence of the universal tragedy'' 
-
(Hero 28) of", d~ath and, therefore, there is no ''freedom to 
live'' for "normal'' society. The hero is no longer a truly 
successful hero, lessening his own attractiveness as well as 
that of "nor1nal" societ-y he represented. As a parallel to 
this, the monsters of ~he transitional films no longer 
appear to desire to be a part of ''normal" society; they wish 
to destroy it. In The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms the monster 
has none of the socially redeeming characteristics of, say, 
a_King Kong. Beauty does not attract the beast in this 
film. The dinosaur, awakened by atomic testing attacks New 
York City for no other purpose than to find food. The 
totally inhuman, amorphous monster of The Blob (1958) 
absorbs and digests the "most treasured institutions'' 
(Weldon 67) of a small American town bit by bit, not because 
of any desire to be a part of "normal'' society, but in order 
to consume and use it to continue its destructive existence. 
Likewise, Professor Henry Jarrod in House of Wax (1953) does 
not want to resume a "normal" life as a part of society. He 
wants to wreak vengeance on society, especially those in. it 
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responsible for the fire that.destroyed his wax art works 
and scarred him -for life. Jarrod seeks to destroy 11norma1 11 · 
society and recreate it in wax as a reflection of his own 
> 
macabre visions. Unquestionably, the gerleric trad.itions 
that required the monsters of horror films to desire 
membership in ''normal'' society began to change in horror 
films beginning in the 1950s. 
And, just as the identity of the monomythic hero has 
changed since the 1950s to become increasingly filled by 
monsters, and just as the home, once the bastion of 
normality has become representative of hell, so too has the 
nature of the boon ''evolve[d] over time .. as the culture 
evolves" (Power 135). The ''ultimate boon" has traditionally 
represented a return of a ''normal'' social balance, but 
between the 1950s and the 1980s the nature of the monomythic 
boon has become redefined in horror cinema. 
The changes in the nature of the boon was not, 
initially clear or complete. Five Million Years to Earth 
(1968) presents what at first appears to be a traditional 
monomythic sequence. Construction work in Hobb's End in 
London uncovers the remains of human evolutionary t 
predecessors. An anthropologist, Dr. Roney, and his 
assistant Barbara Judd investigate, with Professor Bernard 
Quartermass joining them~ Roney, as male protagonist, would 
traditionally fill the role of hero, and Barbara would then 
be his romantic interest. But Roney's heroic nature is 
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subverted by the presence of Quartermass who shows himself 
to be intellectually superior to Roney. Up to the climax of 
the movie,· Roney takes an increasingly submissive stance 
towards Quartermass. 61 
With this first subversion of the traditional generic 
' 
conventions, the rest of the film's representations of 
monomythic elements also undergo alterations. As 
Quartermass theorizes, the aliens tampered with the brains 
i 
of ancient apes, to create human beings. So ''normal'' human 
society, that which is traditionally threatened by the 
monster(s) of a horror film, is here actually the result of 
experiments by the alien ''monsters.'' Without the monsters 
there would not be ''normal'' society, so the monsters are not 
marginal characters, but are in fact central to human 
existence. ''Normal'' society is an outgrowth of the evil 
intentions of the monsters. With such a revelation there 
can be little hope of a return to the any social ''balance,'' 
at least not one untainted by the "boon" of dark knowledge 
that has been gained. 
The parallels in this, and other films of the period, 
to the "Garden of Eden" are unmistakable. ''Normal'' society, 
the realm of blissful ignorance in which humanity dwells, is 
61 At the close of the film, through destroying the 
"demonic" presence hovering over London at the cost of his own 
life, Roney does re-assume a semblance· of the heroic role. 
But, because this heroic action also means Roney• s death, 
further romantic contact between him and Barbara is denied. 
There will be no marital/family unit set up between them to 
perpetuate ''normal'' socie~y. 
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the garden of paradise. When humanity gains '' f orbidd.en'' 
knowledge of_ its true nature we are cast out of the garden. 
The nature of the ''father'' of humanity are revealed, but 
this God of -- Eden here becomes a cruel, ·rather than 
·benevolent, deity. It is the purpose of the God-aliens in 
Five Million Years to Earth for humanity to some day 
discover the space craft, and thereby awaken their evil 
nature. The serpent of ''normal'' society has also become its 
god. Humanity's fate is to discover that their paradise is 
I , 
really hell; that "normal'' society is actually the ''belly of 
the whale." 
What is finally produced in Five Million Years to Earth 
in monomythic terms is a situation in which "the hero 
returns from his ordeal, and the world doesn't want what he 
brings back'' (Power 141). While the ''ultimate boon'' that is 
won by the hero in this film is in part the end of the 
immediate threat posed·to society by the monsters in that 
the ''demonic" figure hanging over the city is destroyed by 
Roney which ends the spiritual possession of the people of 
London by the evil aliens, a clear-cut return to normality 
is not affected. "Normal" society has been inextricably 
-; ,. .. 
changed by the knowledge ga'ined in this monomythic 
adventure, and so the traditional boon is an unattainable 
goal. The balance of society cannot be reset for a new 
balance has been established. The ideology of the 
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traditional ''normal'' society is obsolete in this new post-
Fall society. 
Along these lines, the birth of the Satanic baby and 
his acceptance by his mother in Rosemary's Baby, forces 
audiences to assume that balance of ''normal'' society has 
been irreparably. upset. The family unit, at least the 
relationship between mother and child, survives, but in what 
can only be assumed to be a new ''abnormal'' form. In both 
The Omen, where the monstrous child Damien survives ehe 
destruction of his human parents, and in It's Alive, where 
despite the death of the first monster/baby, police report 
at the close of the film that more monster/babies have been 
born, ''normal'' society, and especially the institution of 
the family, are altered beyond any chance of a return to 
"norntality. '' Even in modern films that take a more 
traditionally monomythic path, the new generic convention of 
the "open ending'' shows that the "normal'' social balance has 
not been fully restored. In Fright Night (1985), although 
the next-door-neighbor vampire and his assistant have been 
destroyed, the existence of one more vampire is revealed by 
a pair of glowing eyes and a sinister laugh ju~t'jbefore the 
end credits begin. Poltergeist62 closes with the ultimate 
fate of the Freeling family still in question--the spirits 
that destroy their home have not been dispelled and the 
62 • Discussed in greater length in Chapter Four: Horror 
in the Home. 
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danger has not passed. And despite e many supposedly 
successful 1destructioris of the undead killer, Jason, in the 
Friday the 13th films, the audience knows. that he will 
·· return to threaten humanity again. 
• • So ''normal'' society 
·~cannot return to normal in modern horror films • 
.. 
But perhaps, a return to normality is not even an 
attractive alternative anymore. In Daughters of Darkness 
and The Hunger lesbian relationships~ between vampires and 
the female protagonists are shown to be preferable to 
heterosexual couplings. Not only is the possibility of the 
formation of a "normal'' family unit subverted by the focus 
• 
on homoeroticism, but the balance of ''normal'' society is 
also upset when at the close of each film, even after the 
death of the monstrous vampire, the female protagonist 
decides to accept a homosexual lifestyle as her own. There 
could be no return to heterosexuality for the protagonist in 
' any case, because the male protagonists in both films have 
been slain by the lesbian couples. In neither film is the 
possibility of a return to normality presented as 
desirable. So, the "normal" society that was at least· 
initially presented as a paradise in Five Million Years to 
Earth, is further undercut in these later horror films. 
''Normal" society i.s less desirable than the underworld, or 
63 In Chapter Three: ~he Other-Figure as Hero 
heterosexuality as a ''normal" societal ·. act ( and homosexuality 
as abnormality) is discussed in greater length. 
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in fact becomes ''the belly of the whale'' in many examples of 
the modern horror film. 64 
Traditional ''normal'' society is ,depicted in the modern 
horror film as being in its death throes. R.H. W. Dillard 
suggests that ''the peace of death • • is the object and end 
of the horror film" (38). He is writing of the demise of 
the monster, thereby focusing on the horror genre of the 
first half of this century, for the death of the monster is 
no longer a convention, no longer a certainty. ¥,El1:, in this 
•' '"'· 
statement he strikes upon a truth that still stands in the 
modern horror film. Death, although pot peaceful, is the 
object of the horror film today: the death of ''normal'' 
society, as well as the death of the generic conventions 
that stood for the most part unquestioned until the 1950s. 
The monster, the ultimate manifestation of abnormality, 
represen~ing all that is different and not socially 
acceptable seeks to destroy a society whose very normality 
has been called into question. And, with the monster now 
taking the role of monomythic hero in this revised quest, 
the boon of dissolution, death, and rebirth which takes the 
form of the end of traditional "normal" society and the 
establishment of a new society becomes easily attainable. 
One culmination of the revised monomythic quest of 
modern horror cinema is found in the science fiction/horror 
M As was shown in more detail in Chapter Four: Horror 
in the Home. 
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film65 , Alien, for it contains not only the monster/hero and 
''hoine as hell'' motifs,· but also clearly delineates the 
results of the winning of .the ''ultimate boon'' of death, 
dissolution, and rebirth. The new hero returns with the 
boon and destroys ''normal'' society, remaking it in the image 
of the "belly of the whale,'' or in other words, abnormality 
replaces normality. As representatives of ''normal'' 
society, the crew of the space freighter Nostromo will 
. 
receive the. ''ultimate boon'' from the monster/hero and suffer 
dissolution, death, and rebirth. Their fates are that of 
all humanity in a changing society. Those who can adapt to 
the changes must do so and be reborn as a part of a new 
society. Those who cannot adapt must die. Th~s is shown in 
Alien through the experience of the crew of the Nostromo, 
who are presented as a microcosmic familial unit of ''normal'' 
society. 
The crew of the space freighter, Nostromo, are 
established from the start as proponents of the traditional. 
There are, ·. for example, the familial relationships and roles 
established among the crew members. Dallas, the ship's 
captain and the strongest male· presence in the crew, is the 
65 Noel Carroll, in declaring that ''not all science 
fiction is a subcategory of horror • • but • • much is'' ( 14) , 
overstates his case, save in cinema where most science fiction 
films are thinly disguised monster movies, like The Blob, The 
Thing, Invasion of the Body Snatchers, and Alien. I prefer 
the view that horror and science fiction co-exist and ''have 
tended to complement, rather than oppose, each other'' 
(Sobchack),· over placing one genre or the other in a 
subservient role. ,, 
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symbolic father-figure, while the ship's computer is 
referred to as ''Mother'' (101) and acts a:s an umbilical 
connection _to ''The Company'' upon whom the crew is dependent 
. 
for information, and survival. It is ''Mother'' who awakens 
her children, the crew, from their.mechanically-cbntrolled 
sleep at the beginning of the film, so they can fulfill 
their duties to ''The Company''/family. 
The crew is, then, a representation of ''normal'' 
society-as-nuclear family, but this is a family without the 
environmental security of traditional horror films. As 
Vivian Sobchack states, ''the nuclear family [of modern 
horror/sf 1 films] has found itself in a nuclear crisis" (9). 
Like the Freeling family of PoJtergeist, the crew of the 
Nostromo is under attack by hostile forces. But, even more 
than in Poltergeist, the problematic nature of "normal'' 
society as it is reborn in "belly of the whale" is revealed 
in Alien. The relationship between the family and what was 
''normal" society in Alien has degenerated to the point where 
the two can no longer co-exist. So the crew of the Nostromo 
as representative of the nuclear family of ''normal'' society 
cannot co-exist with "The Company" in a traditional manner. 
Because of the changes that "normal'' society undergoes 
(death, dissolution, and rebirth) the family, an institution 
of ''normal'' society must also change or cease to exist. 
The traditional ideology of the nuclear family as 
represented by the Nostromo's crew, is threatened from the 
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outside by the intrusion of the alien/monster into the 
bounded community of the ship. The family/crew is alone, 
separated from ''The Company'' by millions Qf miles of outer 
space. And, according to the number of alien eggs that lie 
on the planet's surface that the crew investigates, the 
proponents of normality are badly outnumbered. The 
traditional ''ultimate boon'' for the crew would· now appear to 
be the destruction of the monster so that their traditional 
''normal" societal relations can resume. As in Poltergeist, 
the crew/family acts as a monomythically heroic unit; each 
individual member of the crew/family is one part of the 
hero. But, as a monomythic hero the.crew of the Nostromo 
fails to complete the quest of a return to normality after a 
defeat of the alien/monster. 
All of the crew is killed except for Ripley, and she 
only narrowly escapes destruction in a shuttle craft after 
destroying the Nostromo in order to destroy the alien. 
''Norntal" society is not re-established in Alien, but is, in 
fact, destroyed. The family unit is broken, with both the 
father (Dallas) and mother (the computer) claimed as 
fatalities. The family home, the Nostromo itself, is clearly 
transformed into a "belly of the whale'' with its 
labyrinthine halls, darkened rooms, and an apparently vast 
network of air ducts from which the alien/monster might 
spring at any moment. The family home here assumes 
nightmarish proportions and loses all security for the 
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family. The Nostromo is, in the end, utterly annihilated 
' 
when Ripley activates the self-destruct mechanisms in what 
provis to be a failed attempt to ~estroy the monster. What 
then is the ''ultimate boon'' that is gained in Alien, and by 
whom? 
The answer to this question lies in the changing 
nature of the relationship between the horror genre and the 
monomyth. If, as discussed in Chapter Three: The Other-
Pigure as Hero, the monster assumes the role of monomythic 
hero in many modern horror films, Alien can be read as 
portraying one such "heroic" quest by the alien/monster. 
The "ultimate boon'' which the heroic monster seeks is the 
dissolution and death of ''normal" society as represented by 
the Nostromo and its familial crew, followed by a ''rebirth'' 
of the universe on its own monstrous terms. It may be 
argued, perhaps, that this is a failed quest, though, for 
the alien does not kill the entire crew, and is apparently 
destroyed when cast into deep space by Ripley.M But, in 
the process, "normal'' society is destroyed and is not 
restored; the metaphoric home and family fail to survive the 
attack of the monster-as-hero. And the survival of Ripley 
and the cat, Jones, should not be considered a failing of 
the hero/monster, for it is not necessary that they die. 
66 The alien's physiology brings its ''death'' into 
question, though. There remains, at the end of the film, the 
distinct possibility that a creature able to survive on the 
hellish surface of the planet on which-it is found would also 
be able to survive the rigors of outer space. 
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Just as with Laurie, the female protagonist of Halloween who 
survives the onslaught of the murdero~s Michael Myers, and 
the Freeling family who escape from their supernaturally~ 
infested household in Poltergeist, the survival of Ripley 
and Jones forces the viewer to acknowledge that despite 
their survival, society has continued to dissolve, die, and 
be remade in modern horror films. 67 In·all three cases the 
purpose of the monsters is served by the disruption of 
''normal" society with no hope of its re-establishment, not 
necessarily the death of all the protagonists. In Alien, a 
woman and a cat are left as the survivors of "normal" 
society--hardly the finale of a traditional horror/sf 
narrative. 68 
With the winning of the "ultimate boon," the nature of 
the new society that arises from the ashes of the old is 
manifested in ''The Company." Harvey Greenberg suggests that 
"it may be extrapolated that the Company deciphered" the 
beacon that signals the Nostromo before the ship's crew set 
down on the planet to investigate ( 103) . Therefore, ''The 
Company" knew what horrors lay before the men and women of 
67 Halloween and Poltergeist are discussed in greater 
length in Chapter-· Three: The Other-Figure as Bero. and Chapter 
Four: Horror in the Home, respectively. \ 
68 This is not to mention the eventual s 1ocial and 
economic alienation Ripley suffers in Aliens (1985), after she 
. is eventually returned to human society. Ripley is blamed for 
. 
. - . 
the deaths of her crew members and is held responsible by ''The 
Company" for the Nostromo and its cargo's destruction. She 
also suffers the disorientation of an extended space journey, 
arriving in a society two generations older than she is. 
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the Nostromo. In effect, the larger society represented by 
''The Company'' sacrifices the ~ami,ly/crew of the Nostromo ·in 
order to possess the alien. The alien is of more value than 
the crew to ''The Company,'' as Ripley discovers when she 
I 
questions "mother'' and discovers the crew is considered 
expendable for the greater good of the weapon's division of 
the ''The Company.'' So, just as the Freeling family in 
Poltergeist is rejected by the suburban society in which 
they belong69 , the crew of the Nostromo is rejected by "The 
Company'' and its representatives, the computer ''Mother" and 
the android Ash. ''The Company'' is no longer the benevolent, 
supportive "normal" society of which the family/crew of the 
Nostromo was a part; it has been dissolved and reborn by the 
"ultimate boon," transformed into a new society which is 
linked to monsters like the alien. Traditional definitions 
of ''normality" no longer hold true. 
Because the crew members still seem to function within 
the traditions of a more conventional society, they become 
marginalized by "The Company"/new society. The crew become 
the outsiders, and just as conventionally the 
monster/outsider must be destroyed to maintain traditional 
order, so must the crew here be destroyed by the new 
monstrous order of "The Company.'' As in Poltergeist where 
suburbia undergoes a metamorphosis and becomes a ''belly of 
the whale'' threatening to literally swallow the Freeling 
69 As discussed in Chapter Four. 
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family (through television, closet, and graveyard), the 
''family'' of the Nostromo must escape from the new society 
controlled by ''The Company'' in order to survive. So, while 
the Nostromo on one level becomes the ''belly of tl'le whale'' 
with the alien on the loose in it (home-as-hell) on another 
level "The Company, '' as the home that the crew of Nostromo 
is returning to, also becomes ''the belly of the whale,'' a 
place inhospitable for their survival. Both worlds are 
mastered by monster-heroes. The '' family'' cannot survive as 
part of ''The Company'' since normality no longer has a place 
in the universe. In Alien, society, as the entity known as 
"The Company," becomes monstrous in seeking to destroy the 
"family" of the Nostromo. Society in many modern horror 
films is populated by controlling monsters, whether their 
outward appearance betrays it or not. 70 
Alien presents a ''an outerspace ghoulie to match the 
proper paranoia of the (modern] day" (Greenberg 87); but the 
alien that is discovered by the crew of the Nostromo, in the 
final analysis, appears only to be an unwitting agent of 
"The Company," the real monster of the film. It is notable 
that the ship's crew is awakened from machine-induced sleep 
70 Note that while in manifesting his evil potential 
Henry Jekyll undergoes physical change as well as a 
psychological change so that it is perfectly clear to the 
audience by a visual point that Jekyll, as Mr. Hyde, is evil 
in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1925 and 1941 versions). By 
)t. contrast, in both the original version and the remake of 
Invasion of the Body Snatchers the ''evil'' alien replications 
of the townspeople show no outward difference from their 
''good" human originals. 
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at the beginning of the film, as if the mechanisms of 
''normal" society have dulled the minds a~nd senses of the 
crew, and control · their waking acti vijties. When the crew is 
exposed to the alien monster, they are alerted.to the slow 
death that they are suffering as expendable members of 
''normal" society; the family dies one by one at the hands of 
an agent of the society they trusted, a society that is 
reborn as an antagonistic force to humanity. (The alien, an 
emotionless killing machine ad~ired by the android Ash for 
its perfection, simply accelerates this process. 71 ''Normal" 
society, through "The Company,'' "has infected the heart .. 
[and] struck hurtfully at the center of individual, group, 
and family identity'' (106). 
In the end, it is humanity that is being weeded out of 
the new society, as is clear through the central 
representatives of ''The Company''--the ship's computer, 
"Mother", and the android +sh are both machines. When 
Ripley discovers the duplicity of ''The Company," first from 
"Mother," and then by Ash's attack upon her, she is filled 
with the realization that she is no longer part of what 
society has become. She, like the rest of the crew of the 
'Nostromo, no longer fits in; they have become the ''abnormal'' 
71 The Terminator (1984), another science fiction film 
sharing many characteristics with the horror genre, takes the 
process a step further in actually mechanizing the monster and 
targeting it at the "mother" of the future. The robot's 
mission, in the terms of this study, is to destroy the family 
by killing the mother before she can actually have children 
and create a'family. 
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ones. This same realization is present in The Howling 
(1981) when the female protagonist, Karen, discovers that 
all the reaidents of the experiment~! community she and her 
husband have joined are werewolves, including her husband. 
Karen is the outsider, the marginal character, the threat 
that must be destroyed by the society of monsters. That 
which was the "normal" society that Karen knew has been 
dissolved and replaced. The same is true in George Romero's 
Night of the Living Dead, Dawn of the Dead, and Day of the 
Dead in which humanity finds itself under siege by legions 
of cannibalistic zombies. The zombies eventually, in Dawn 
of the Dead and Day of the Dead, overrun the final human 
protagonists and replace humans as the ''normal" society. A 
new society has begun with the "dawning'' of the sovereignty 
of the monster/heroes. In the final film of the trilogy, 
Day of the Dead, the zombies even gain the ability to 
reason. Bud the zombie commits an act of vengeance against 
a human, motivated by reason and not instinct. 
if 
The closure that is often apparently absent in the 
modern horror film72 seems to be present in Alien, at least 
72 Tania Modleski states, "not only do the films tend to 
be increasingly open-ended in order to allow for the 
possibility of countless sequels, but they also often delight 
in thwarting the audiences' expectations of closure''. ( 160) . 
While apparent open-endedness is in some cases, probably, the 
result of commercial design to allow for multitudes of sequels 
(as in the cases of the many Friday the 13th, Nightmare on Elm 
Street, and Halloween films) I do not believe this assumption 
justifiable in all, or even a majority, of instances. John 
C~rpenter, after writing and directing several horror films 
has, save for some involvement with Halloween II, divorced 
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at first glance. Unlike Halloween which ends with the 
escape of t 1he killer, Michael Myers, apparently to continue 
his murderous rampage, the monster i1lA1ien is, if not dead, 
then temporarily neutralized as a threat to the protagonist, 
Ripley. The final scene shows Ripley settling into a sleep-
chamber for the journey home, guarded by the escape 
shuttle's machinery and apparently secure from any future 
threats. But we, the audience, are aware that ''The Company" 
b .to whom she is returning is the society that threatened her 
survival in the first place. The computers and other 
machines to which she entrusts herself at the close of the 
film are relatives of ''Mother" on the Nostromo, who is the 
monomythic "'bad' mother •.. absent, unattainable" (Hero 
111) when her "children," the crewmembers, need her the 
most. 
This inverted social situation is the "ultimate boon'' 
sought by Michael Myers in Halloween, by the house-haunting 
spirits of Poltergeist, and by the alien unknowingly in 
league with ''The Company" in Alien. They all seek the 
disruption of traditional-defined normality, so that a new 
society with new standards of normality based on 
''difference'' may take the place of the old. Michael 
succeeds because he has destroyed the peaceful aura of 
himself from the creation of any sequels. Therefore, the 
apparently open-ended nature of Carpenter's Halloween, The 
Fog, Prince of Darkness, and even to an extent The Thing 
(1982) are certainly not a result, solely, of economic 
• reasoning. 
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security that lay over the town of Haddonfield. He has made 
''nozmal'' soci·ety a place of nightmare in which he is its new 
leader, the ''bogeyman. '' The -malevolent . spirits of 
Poltergeist succeed because they have destroyed the peace of 
the Freeling family, driving them from their home and 
transforming their suburban neighborhood into a vision of 
0 
hell. The alien and ''The Company'' $Ucceed in Alien because 
they have completely disrupted the microcosmic traditional 
familial structure of the Nostromo crew, and have replaced 
it with a new, monstrous societal structure with no place 
for humanitarian concerns. 
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conclusion 
As a child. states in Halloween, 11y9u can't ever kill 
the bogeyman.'' This study has explored the veracity of this 
statement for the modern horror film, and perhaps for 
society in general. If it is true that ''art reflects .•. a 
culture's historic, economic, and technological 
circumstances" (Greenberg 105), then the changes in the 
presentation of monomythic.patterns in of horror films are 
reflections of the dynamic social changes and upheavals that 
much of Western culture has endured in the past thirty 
years. "Normal'' society in the horror cinema is being 
redefined in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s to reflect a time 
when human societies based on heterosexual marriage, nuclear 
family, and capitalist patriarchy may no longer be the 
measure of normality. If, as has been suggestedn, art is 
''a subversive force capable of opposing spurious harmony" 
(Modleski 156), then the direction of the modern horror film 
may be to force its audiences to fully apprehend the 
fragmented, decentered state of contemporary society. 
Modern horror films suggest that contemporary society 
is changing rapidly into something that may have little 
place for traditional humanitarian concerns. In these 
horror films the "ultimate boon'' of the monomythic quest is 
the knowledge that "normal'' society for humanity is ending, 
n This suggestion was forwarded by certain theorists of 
the Frankfurt School, as is noted in Modleski's article. 
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dissolving, dying and that humans can survive only b.y 
accepting or becoming one of the monsters. Robin Wood 
states, "our young are being destroyed by the very people 
who set themselves up as their protectors'' (Hollywood 10). 
This idea can be expanded to include not just the young, but 
all those that believe in a traditional society of nuclear 
families, organized religion, and authoritarian leadership. 
These people are all being destroyed by those they trust. 
As in Aliens where the crew is betrayed by a greedy 
"Company,'' and as in Poltergeist where the Freelings find 
their neighborhood disintegrating before their eyes because 
of dishonest business practices (building houses atop a 
graveyard), and as in Halloween where the people of 
Haddonfield believe they can rest easily because of their 
-/ / 
trust in those in authority, modern horror films reflect 
sometimes confused and contradictory fears and hopes of a 
society relating to the legacy of a worn-out traditional 
culture. These films, then, become some of the most complex -
gauges of what societies already perceive to be happening in 
their own day-to-day existences. If this is so, modern 
horror films se.em to indicate that Americans, especially, 
find their society is quickly becoming the ultimate horror 
story. 
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